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ABSTRACT
USING PARENT AND TEACHER PERCEPTIONS
TO IMPROVE LEARNING CONDITIONS IN SCHOOLS
MAY 1995
MARY ANN MIRARCHI SEDRAN
B.A., WESTFIELD STATE COLLEGE, MASSACHUSETTS
M.S., CENTRAL CONNECTICUT STATE UNIVERSITY, NEW BRITAIN
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Robert L. Sinclair

This research concentrated on identifying and analyzing parent and
teacher perceptions about critical teaching and learning issues that need
to be resolved within a middle school setting. Sharing knowledge of
various perspectives between and among parents and teachers can
improve the ability of the school to provide high quality education for
every student by offering alternatives in curriculum and instruction.
Specifically, this study answered the following research questions:
1.

What are parent and teacher perceptions about what a
young adolescent should learn in school?

2.

What are parent and teacher perceptions about the
ways a young adolescent should leam in school?
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3.

What are parent perceptions of teacher willingness to
include parents' ideas in improving learning
conditions within the school?

4.

What are teacher perceptions of parent willingness to
include teacher ideas in improving learning conditions
within the home?

5.

What are the similarities and differences between
parent and teacher perceptions of content for learning,
process of learning, and willingness to accept other
ideas?

Findings indicated that parents and teachers within the selected
school concurred with each other on major issues related to content and
process of learning and the receptiveness of teacher to parent ideas or
parent to teacher ideas. Parents concentrated on social/emotional
expectations followed closely by academics. Teachers focused equally
on social and academic learning. An environment which challenges all
students to succeed while supporting and encouraging individuals as well
as groups to excel seems to be a primary goal of both parents and
teachers. Parents tended to express beliefs more intensely and
passionately than teachers on many issues. Background research
suggested that the stronger emotional connection between parent and
child than teacher and student could be a basis for this finding.
An important discovery of the study was the universal feeling
among the participants that they liked the opportunity to give their
opinion on issues related to school learning. The interview gave
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participants a sense that they had a voice and an influence in the
decisions which were being made in the school.
If a school ignores conflicting ideas parents and teachers may have
about learning, then the ability of the school to provide high quality
education for all students is limited. Children, who are caught in a gap
between conflicting parents and teacher ideas about learning, may fail to
reach their highest learning potential. Successful educators give parents
and teachers a voice in the learning process. Effective schools take
expressed ideas of parents and teachers very seriously and work to see
that parents and teachers join as partners in creating and improving
learning environments so that all students of all families achieve high
levels of learning.
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CHAPTER 1
NATURE OF THE STUDY

Statement of the Problem

The success of a democracy depends on the ideas and actions of
all its people. In the ideal democratic society, every person is respected
as an individual free to pursue his or her interests. Diversity is
appreciated and there is a concern for the general welfare of the
community (Sinclair & Finn, 1989). When a country is supported by
well-informed people, it can make decisions which benefit everyone. A
work force which can communicate ideas and understand new
organizational structures can help a society succeed and thrive in a
rapidly changing world.
One way to maintain and improve the quality of life in a
democratic society lies in high caliber education for all. United States
citizens who are educated in our nation's schools need to make
appropriate decisions that benefit themselves, the nation, and the world.
Education in America must provide high quality learning experiences
for all students, insuring they become reflective and intelligent decision
makers.

1

Determining how to provide the best learning experiences for all
students can be a controversial issue. In most European and Asian
nations, major curriculum and instructional decisions are made at the
national level (Daggett, 1993).

However, in the United States,

educational policy making rests closer to the individual learner. The
United States Constitution empowers states to make and financially
support educational decisions. Many states require cities and towns to
determine procedures to answer specific educational questions. Thus,
local school boards or committees are major educational policy makers
for public schools in the United States.
This research will concentrate on identifying and comparing
viewpoints of parents and teachers in order to improve learning within
a public school community. Parents and teachers sometimes disagree
when describing high quality learning. Some stress subject content,
while others emphasize the learning process. While many target ageappropriate education, they may differ over classroom implementation.
What a child needs to know and to be able to do are issues that may be
answered differently by those at home and those at school. When there
is a wide gap between what is expected at school and what is rewarded
in the home or community, a child is more likely to become a marginal
learner who "can become disconnected from conditions that were
intended to foster academic skills and competencies" (Sinclair & Ghory,
1987). If a parent's idea of a child's learning needs and a school
program contradict each other, failure may be the unfortunate result.
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While many parents and teachers may agree on basic skills taught
in elementary schools, controversy often develops over what advanced
knowledge, skills, and behaviors a child will need for life in the twentyfirst century. This becomes pronounced during a child's latter years of
elementary school and beginning of secondary education. Young
adolescents are bridging a learning gap between child-centered
approaches of elementary school and subject-centered focus of high
school. At the same time, their bodies are going through tremendous
physical changes which effect their social and emotional development.
They need, according to psychologist David Elkind, "a protected period
of time within which to constmct a personal identity" (1984). Bloom
suggested that by the end of primary grades, most students have defined
their academic self-concept. He wrote, "Self concept of ability is in
large part dependent on student perception of their relative achievement
(teacher marks) over these critical years in the elementary to junior
high school period" (Bloom, 1976).
As young adolescents experience many transitions, their learning
may be viewed differently by parents and teachers who care about them.
In the landmark report on middle level education, Turning Points, the
Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development suggests that
all those deeply concerned about young adolescents' future,
and the future of this nation, to begin now to create the
nationwide constituency required to give American young
adolescents the preparation they need for life in the twentyfirst century (1989).

3

The approach used in this research centers on the middle school because
of its emphasis on young adolescent learning. However, the approach
may be used in any school setting.
The willingness of parents to accept teacher ideas about learning
needs of their children or the willingness of teachers to accept parent
ideas about the learning needs of students can be a stumbling block to
real inprovement in learning. Parent perception about teachers and
teacher perception about parents may create hostility which interferes
with constructive dialogue. A school principal who understands the
different points of view of parents and teachers, can create guidelines
for discussions between parents and teachers. This research presents a
promising approach for using these crucial perceptions to create
conditions which may improve learning for all children. Specific ways
to determine and analyze these perceptions are suggested.

Purpose of the Study

This study concentrates on identifying and analyzing parent and
teacher perceptions about critical teaching and learning issues that need
to be resolved within a middle school setting. The research compares
and contrasts perceptions of those parents and teachers who powerfully
influence the education of students in a school.

While many people

effect student learning, parents and teachers have the strongest impact
on matters relating to formal education.
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The main purpose of this study is to: 1) determine parent and
teacher perceptions about the content and process of learning for early
adolescents, 2) determine parent and teacher perceptions about the
willingness on the part of either teacher or parent to accept the other's
ideas, 3) compare similarities and differences of parent and teacher
perceptions with what research indicates, 4) create guidelines that can
be used to improve learning conditions for students.

Specifically, the study answers the following research questions:
1.

What are parent and teacher perceptions about what a
young adolescent should learn in school?

2.

What are parent and teacher perceptions about the
ways a young adolescent should leam in school?

3.

What are parent perceptions of teacher willingness to
include parents ideas in improving learning
conditions within the school?

4.

What are teacher perceptions of parent willingness to
include teacher ideas in improving learning
conditions within the home?

5.

What are the similarities and differences between
parent and teacher perceptions of content for
learning, process of learning, and willingness to
accept other ideas?

5

Meaning of the Terms

The definitions given below will explain specific terms used in
this study.
Young Adolescent

A young adolescent is a person from ten to
fourteen years old who attends grades 5
through 8 in a middle school.

Parent

A parent refers to a biological or adoptive
parent, step-parent, or legal guardian for the
young adolescent chosen in the study.

Teacher

A teacher in this study is a teacher of the
regular curriculum for young adolescents.
The teacher could be a homeroom teacher
within a self-contained classroom or content
specific teacher.

Perceptions

In this paper, perceptions are the set of ideas
that adults accept as true. These perceptions
could be proven objective points or an adult's
subjective viewpoint of reality.

Learning conditions

Learning conditions include the physical
surroundings, emotional climate, and social
interactions that foster or hinder a person's
learning.

6

Significance of the Study

How and why a school improves depends to a great extent on the
priorities of the adults closest to young learners. The approach
presented in this research uses parent and teacher perceptions in a
school community as a starting point for improvement in learning. This
research is important for three reasons. First, by reviewing the results
of the study, a school principal could determine constructive guidelines
for creating parent-teacher partnerships that improve learning
conditions for all students. Sharing knowledge of various perspectives
between and among parents and teachers could improve the ability of
the school to provide high quality education for every student by
offering alternatives in curriculum and instruction. In a school setting,
communication, cooperation, and compromise between teachers and
parents may lead to a learning environment which is responsive to all
learners. Conclusions could develop which may help the school board
in a community set policies to improve learning for children. While
students chosen for the study may be very different, the perceptions of
parents and teachers may be similar. Common perceptions and ideas
about young learners may provide a framework for educational
programs that both parents and teachers support. The school board is
likely to provide support for programs endorsed by both parents and
teachers.
The second reason that this study is important is that it may be
used by college and university educators in teacher preparation.
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Perspective teachers need to develop sensitivity to parent viewpoints
about student learning. It may help future teachers to understand that if
gaps between teacher and parent views are identified, approaches to
resolve differences can be suggested. Reinforcing relationships instead
of adversarial relationships between parents and teachers can correct
learning problems and accelerate learning.
The third reason that this study is important is that it extends the
educational research on the perspective parents have toward schooling,
specifically, content and the way students learn. It points a direction for
understanding that learning takes place in the home and in the school.
Involving parents in educational research can be a difficult task.
Parents have busy schedules with work at home or on the job. Taking
time to come to school for interviews or meetings with teachers
requires effort and planning on the part of often overextended adults.
This study will add to educational theory relating to parents and their
ideas about learning.

Delimitations of the Study

The approach presented in this study may be applied to any
individual school setting. Looking at one school, as opposed to many,
defines a setting that parents and teachers could relate to easily. Parents
and teachers are people who most significantly influence and implement
school policy and procedures. Targeting a single school may allow for
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some similar attributes of the parent or teacher population from which
the sample is taken. This can be helpful because the findings may reveal
that although they have some similar characteristics, these parents and
teachers could have very different expectations.
The research sample of the approach examines one middle school.
The reason for choosing a middle school instead of a primary or high
school is that the middle school is the place where many students
determine how they see themselves as learners. Research indicates that
’’self concept of ability is in large part dependent on the students'
perception of their relative achievement (teachers' marks) over these
critical years in the elementary-junior high school period" (Bloom,
1976). This attention to young adolescent learning is so consequential
because, as the Carnegie Council reports:
Young adolescents face significant turning points. For
many youth 10 to 15 years old, early adolescence offers
opportunities to choose a path toward a productive and
fulfilling life. For many others, it represents their last best
chance to avoid a diminished future (Carnegie Council,
1989).
Parents and teachers who watch young adolescents leam, may believe
that this is the best time to encourage and promote the self-esteem and
competencies necessary for mature adulthood. Some might even believe
that by the time the student enters high school, the path is already set.
This makes middle school learning most critical in determining the
future success of young learners.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This chapter presents a framework for concepts used in the major
research questions guiding the study. The literature review concentrates
on three major themes. First will be an examination of how perceptions
influence human behavior. The perceptions of parents and teachers and
the corresponding behaviors are influential in determining the learning
conditions within a given school. The perceptions indicate what is
valued by parents and teachers connected to that school. When these
perceptions come together, meaningful improvements can be made in a
school.
Second, the review will center on how and why the home
environment has such a powerful impact on the learning of children in
school. Research has shown that great differences in school
achievement, especially in verbal ability, are accounted for by the home
environment (Bloom, 1976). Aspects of home environment will be
explored along with the corresponding results on learning.
The third theme will consider how parents and teachers working
together may be a compelling force that improves learning for students
who are having difficulty succeeding in school.

Reasons for parent-

teacher agreement on critical issues will be presented.
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How Perceptions Influence Behavior
For years, philosophers, scientists, and writers have centered
their attention on personal perceptions. This focus has led Rev. Robert
Fulghum, author of the popular All I Really Need to Know I Learned in
Kindergarten, to conclude:
The single most powerful statement to come out of
brain research in the last twenty-five year is this: We are
as different from one another on the inside of our heads as
we appear to be different from one another on the outside
of our heads. . . . Add to that the understanding that the
“world” out “there” is as much a projection from inside
our heads as it is a perception, and pretty soon you are up
against the realization that it is a miracle that we
communicate at all (1993).
This research section concentrates on the connection between
perception and behavior.

In this discussion, perceptions are defined as

the set of ideas that adults accept as true.

Perception might be a proven

objective point or an adult’s subjective view of reality. Perception
results from the interaction between what is happening within a person
and what is happening within the person's environment (Blake &
Ramsey, 1951).
Approaches to Perception
Psychological studies of perception seem to have one of two
possible directions.

Some psychologists study perception with an

emphasis on the senses of touch, taste, smell, sight, and hearing. They
concentrate on the physical characteristics of perceiving and knowing,
often by pointing to characteristics of the brain.
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They explore the

process of perceiving, knowing, or personal cognition. They propose
that a person synthesizes what s/he perceives; then comes to know or
learn something new (Taguiri & Petrullo, 1958).
A second scientific approach investigates the relationship between
perception and action. From this framework, the psychologist studies
how a person synthesizes what s/he knows in relationship to the
resulting behavior.

These psychologists study perceptions through an

examination of communication with particular emphasis on values,
language, and meaning (Hilgard & Atkinson, 1953).

The following

discussion concentrates on the findings of these social psychologists.
Social Perception
After World War II, a great deal of experimentation began on
what is known as social perception, interpersonal perception, or person
perception (Taguiri & Petrullo, 1958). This is a frame of reference
which attempts to explain or understand behavior of an individual from
the point of view of the person (Combs & Snygg, 1959). Person
perception theorists consider the intentions, attitudes, emotions, ideas,
abilities, purposes, and traits that are inside a person while observing
the actions of the person. The observer will ask, “What is she
thinking?”, “How does he feel about this?” or “Why did she do that?”
In their 1959 text on individual behavior, Combs and Snygg,
wrote, “All behavior, without exception, is completely determined by,
and pertinent to, the perceptual field of the behaving organism.” These
scientists defined perception as the personal meanings which govern
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behavior. Blake and Ramsey contend that perception as the active
interaction between a person and the person's environment They write:
The world out there does not treat all people equally, but
the inequalities between men are determined not only by
the ways in which the world treats them, but by the ways in
which they perceive the world as treating them (Blake &
Ramsey, 1951).
It seems true that if we understand differences in perceiving, we may
better understand the differences in resulting behavior. A person’s
behavior is based on how the person sees things, not how others see the
same thing. Furthermore, the behavior has a reason, sometimes vague
and other times clear. But at the instant of action, the behavior is
relevant, reasonable, and necessary to the person. A person sees
whatever s/he need to see and behaves in a way that satisfies individual
needs. In order to change a person’s behavior, it is necessary to change
perceptions (Combs & Snygg, 1959).
Needs. Perception, and Personality
When psychologists focused on individual needs, they sometimes
suggest how the needs influence behavior and personality. In 1938,
H.A. Murray wrote about the principles which guide human behavior in
his book Explorations in Personality. Murray's ideas were based on
findings from a study he and twenty-seven colleagues conducted. The
researchers individually interviewed and tested fifty college-aged
subjects over a three year time frame. They shared with each other
findings about the behaviors, perceptions, and personalities of similar
subjects.

Murray contended that in order to explain the behaviors
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observed in others, we need to look at an "entire sweep of the life
curve." The effect of need on perception can sometimes be found in
human behavior. Different people sometimes respond to similar
situations differently because each person has different past experiences
and different habits. Murray and his colleagues found that needs and
emotions “markedly influence the perception or apperception
(interpretation) of external occurrences" (1938).
Evidence from biological psychology indicate that needs and
emotions are strongly impressed on the mind in infancy and early
childhood and not remembered by a person.

Psychological scientists

have suggested organized lists of needs which are the basis for personal
perceptions. Early on, Freud contended there were two basic needs, the
desire for life and the desire for death. Murray described twenty-eight
needs which he organized as basic to human personality (1938). Combs
later suggested a list of forty fundamental needs (1959).

All these

scientists attempted to correlate the effect of the specific needs on
perception and resulting behavior.
Needs seem to influence a person’s perception of the world.
Special interests and needs, emotions, and ability to learn quickly all
affect the amount of attention a person will give to a new situation or
experience. What people perceive seems to be strongly dependent on
what they are ready for, a set of anticipating responses. This is yet
another reason why people do not act equally to all stimuli. They tend
to concentrate attention on a few aspects based on their past experiences
(Hilgard and Atkinson, 1953).
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Changes in Perception -The Role of Communication
While perceptions give people a stable framework for
understanding the world, perceptions do change over time. Even the act
of perceiving an event or situation takes time, from a few seconds to
generations. In order to change and influence a person’s perception and
resulting behavior, communication is essential. While person A
considers B’s ideas and attitudes, person B is doing the same thing with
person A. In fact, person B’s ideas and attitudes can be altered by the
influence of person A and visa versa (Taguiri & Petrullo, 1958).
Communication is necessary in order to understand another’s perceptual
field. It is helpful when a few common characteristics already exist,
like a common language or culture. When the same words have
different meanings to different people, strangers might have difficulty
with understanding. However, it is not unusual to see old friends, who
had many similar experiences, communicate and anticipate each other’s
behavior without using words at all. People tend to feel more
comfortable with those who have similar perceptions. Because they see
things similarly, they tend to act alike and can predict how the other
will behave and react to a situation (Combs & Snygg, 1959).
In the world of education and schooling of young adolescents,
communication between and among parents and teachers becomes of
paramount importance. Since teaching and learning are influenced
strongly by what is perceived at home and in school, then in order to
promote and encourage learning, parent and teacher perceptions need to
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be shared through open and honest communication. Combs and Snygg
state this clearly in the following:
The task of teachers, parents, writers, and anyone
else whose task is affecting the behavior of others is a
problem of perception. To change behavior it is necessary
to help people to change the way they see themselves and
the world they live in. When people see differently, they
will behave differently. The need of the individual for
adequacy, for the maintenance and enhancement of the self,
will permit nothing less (1959).

The Impact of the Home on School Learning
This section will present the research on how and why the home
environment has such a powerful influence on school learning. Some of
the changes in family composition in the United States and family
attitudes and behaviors that support student success will be put forth.
The section ends with references to potential conflicts between home
and school.
Learning Theories and the History of the Learner
At the turn of the century and for almost the next forty years,
many people accepted the idea that some children lacked the innate
capacity to learn what schools were teaching. Faith in intelligence
testing was pervasive. However, in 1928, Frank Freeman and Sewall
Wright found that the IQ of identical twins was significantly different
when the children were adopted and raised by families with different
educational and cultural backgrounds (Sinclair & Ghory, 1987).
Further studies suggested that these differences were related to
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observable differences in the learning environments in the homes.
Working and middle class families were different in ways which
affected learning in school. Vocabulary, use of printed materials, and
attitudes expressed by parents towards school tended to be different.
For example, intelligence tests were based on middle class vocabulary.
But when these tests were translated to working class vocabulary, the
scores of the children from the working class went up. Fortunately, by
the 1960’s, most educators believed that most, if not all, students had the
ability to leam what was taught in school (Sinclair & Ghory, 1987).
If all children came to school with the same background and
history, it seems reasonable to assume that with the same learning
conditions, student achievement would be similar. In sequential type
courses, some teachers at the beginning of a term assume that all
students have similar prior learning. A few teachers and researchers
base their work on assuming that learners are equivalent in major
respects and tasks are not directly affected by personal histories.
However, trying to control, or minimize the background of the learner
is a major reason for the difficulty that some learning theory has in
application to school learning. Bloom suggested that learning theory
sometimes fails to take into account the most basic element of school
learning, that is, the history of the learner (Bloom, 1976).
In working on the history of the learner, Bloom defined two
important student characteristics: cognitive entry behaviors and
affective entry characteristics. Cognitive behaviors are those
prerequisite knowledge and skills necessary for the next learning task.
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Affective characteristics are the motivating characteristics to learn new
things. Bloom found although there was a low correlation of affect and
achievement for grades 1 to 5, there was higher correlation in the
secondary grades, especially in specific school subjects. This research
has important implications for middle school learners who face a crucial
time in their perception of themselves as learners. Bloom and
colleagues determined that roughly two thirds of the variability on
achievement measures can be attributed to the combined effects of
cognitive entry behavior and affective entry characteristics (Bloom,
1976).
When considering perception, it appears that what affects learners
at one point in their learning career has consequences for learning in
subsequent years. Therefore, learning which takes place before a child
enters school has a most powerful influence on early learning in school
which, in time, affects later school learning (Bloom, 1976). Parents, as
the primary educators of preschoolers, create home learning
environments which may either support or discourage the development
of young children (Sinclair & Ghory, 1987). When the infant’s parents
smile when the infant accomplishes a task, a sense of pride begins to
develop in the child (Schave & Schave, 1989).

This early learning is so

important that it affects not only the child but also the parent. Often the
first time a mother is evaluated publicly about parenting skills, is when
her child enters school and is compared with others by the classroom
teacher and by other parents (Lightfoot, 1978).
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Parent interest or lack of interest in school learning influences the
affective characteristics or motivation of the learner. When parents
reward achievement or punish lack of achievement, the reward and
punishment system at home reflects the system at school. Learners who
have consistent and similar feedback from school and from home tend
to be more motivated to achieve success in school (Bloom, 1976).
Lightfoot suggests that “the magic of suburban schools is not merely the
relative affluence and abundant resources of the citizens (nor their
whiteness), but also the consonance between what the parents want for
their children and what the teachers believe is educationally sound”
(1978). However, when home and school expectations are different,
learners are caught in a difficult and uncomfortable situation. Since
learning signals and cues at school do not match those at home, the
learners feel uncertain and conflicts may develop (Sinclair & Ghory,
1987). Unfortunately, these learners can become the marginal students
who “experience a strained, difficult relationship with educational
conditions that have been organized to promote learning” (Sinclair &
Ghory, 1987).
Changing Trends of Families in the United States
Many believe that family relationships can affect a child’s
learning. Research consistently indicates family background influences
student performance (Rich, 1987). These relationships have changed by
the various family structures found in this country during the course of
the twentieth century. During the 30’s, 40’s, and 50’s, the “typical
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family” consisted of a working father, homemaker mother, and two
dependent children. Even in 1960, 60% of all families in the United
States were constituted that way (Johnston, 1990). By 1988, only 4% of
U.S. families resembled the "typical family". Household size has
decreased to an average of just over two people. Part of this is due to
divorce and part is due to the number of elderly living longer and often
alone. With smaller families come fewer human resources to manage
affairs such as generating income and providing child care (Johnston,
1990).
A variety of family arrangements include children from single
parent families, step families, foster families, adoptive families,
unmarried heterosexual couples with children, grandparents raising
their children’s children, and gay or lesbian couples raising children.
The public is slowly becoming more willing to accept these alternative
family structures. But problems do occur. Step families, or “blended”
families tend to be more stressful than the biological nuclear family
(Johnston, 1990). Step-parents may be uncertain of their role with the
step-children who sometimes resent the step-parent’s interference.
Judging a family structure as “right” or “wrong”, can create a
distance between the family and the school that makes successful
communication difficult. Blaming a student’s behavior on the family
structure does little to improve the child’s chances for success in
learning.

Successful educators recognize the changes in families and

develop programs which are appropriate and ensure learning success
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for all children regardless of what the family structure may be
(Johnston, 1990).
Family Influence on High Student Achievement
Research has indicated that family behaviors, activities, and
attitudes have a greater influence on student success than the family
structure (Johnston, 1990).

The family may affect student success with

a strong “at home” curriculum that includes daily routines,
conversations, and recreational activities. Families who place high
value on work and steady employment, and who are willing to make
sacrifices for their children’s education, send a powerful message of the
importance of learning to their children. Rich identified four
characteristics of students that parents can strongly influence. They are:
1. student values - including taking responsibility for one's
actions, belief in work, and religious values.
2. behavior in school.
3. student use of out-of-school time - including television,
reading, homework, and conversing.
4. resources that can promote education - including books at
home, libraries, museums, and a place to study in the home
(Rich, 1987).
Because the family is such an emotional and intimate topic of
inquiry, discussion about it is difficult without projecting one’s own
morals or beliefs (Lightfoot, 1978). Literature seems to focus on the
problems and conflicts of families and schools especially, family life
which differs from the typical middle class mold. Since the values and
goals of white middle class families tend to be similar to those of most
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public school, it is important to understand the extent to which parents
of disadvantaged children support their child’s education. In 1983,
Reginald Clark identified behaviors common to families of high
achieving minority and high-risk children. Clark found the following:
1.

Frequent contact initiated by the parent.

2.

Child has some stimulating, supportive teachers.

3.

Parents are emotionally and psychologically calm
with the child.

4.

Students are psychologically and emotionally calm
with parents.

5.

Parents expect to play a major role in child’s
schooling.

6.

Parents expect child to play a major role in child’s
schooling.

7.

Parents expect child to get post-secondary training.

8.

Parents have explicit achievement-centered rules and
norms.

9.

Students show long-term acceptance of norms as
legitimate.

10.

Parents establish clear, specific role boundaries and
status structures with the parent as dominant
authority.

11.

Siblings interact as organized subgroup.

12.

Conflict between family members is infrequent.

13.

Parents frequently engage in deliberate achievement¬
training activities.
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14.

Parents frequently engage in implicit achievement¬
training activities.

15.

Parents exercise firm, consistent monitoring and
rules enforcement.

16.

Parents provide liberal nurturance and support.

17.

Parents defer to child’s knowledge in intellectual
matters. (Johnston, 1990)

High achieving minority families tend to deliberately teach
children how to handle teacher-student relationships. Homework and
study are regular and expected activities and parents are likely to visit
the school.
Johnston also found that high achieving children recalled parental
stories of turning a failure into an opportunity in school. Lower
achieving students told parental stories of unresolved school difficulty,
disciplinary actions, unfairness, and failure (Johnston, 1989). As early
at 1932, Willard Waller wrote that most of the hostility parents had
toward school was a reflection of earlier negative experiences by the
parent as a child in school. Current research continues to indicate that
for some parents, their own personal school experiences creates
obstacles. If a person dropped out of school, they tend to feel less
confident in school settings (Finders & Lewis, 1994). This correlates
closely with the studies of Murray mentioned previously. He pointed
out that in order to understand the behavior of others, we need to look
at Man entire sweep of the life curve."
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In other studies not necessarily focusing on disadvantaged
populations, Dave (1963) linked student academic success to parent
press for achievement, parent use of language, quality of family routine
activities, degree of parents’ academic guidance, the intellectual
atmosphere in the home, and the division of labor in the family. Wolf
(1964) linked intelligence to parent press for achievement, parents’
emphasis upon language development, and provisions for general
learning in the home. As suggested earlier, neither study linked family
structure to student achievement. In a study of high school sophomores,
traditional values were found to be twice as important as family
economic or educational background as predictors of academic success
(Rich, 1987). A 1985 NCES study reported that regardless of race,
family structure, or economic class, students, whose parents monitored
both their academic performance and their leisure time whereabouts,
did significantly better in school than students not so monitored
(Johnston, 1990).
Reasons for Family/School Conflicts
Lightfoot wrote that “the teacher’s social and political
ideologies were woven into the very substance and form of her
interactions with children and evolved into a reflective microcosm of
her perceptions of the wider society” (1978).

Lightfoot suggested that

teachers’ perceptions of the social and political aspects of society around
the school will affect the way they run their classroom and how they
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interact with students. The teachers' perception has significant influence
on their behavior and resulting classroom climate.
Regardless of whether teachers view parents in cooperative or
competitive terms, most teachers agree that the role of parents is central
to a child’s development and success in school (Lightfoot, 1978). Some
teachers tend to think of students as an extension of the parents.
Unfortunately, they miss the individualistic aspects of the students'
personalities. Other teachers totally separate the students from their
parents. They tend to exclude families from school. At the beginning
of the school year, some do not want any information on the family
background of students because they believe that information will
prejudice their relationship with the child. Other teachers welcome
family history as information which may help and support a child’s
learning.

Whether of not they desire the family background

information, most teachers seem concerned and curious about the family
experiences that a child has when s/he comes to school each day
(Lightfoot, 1978).
Families and schools have different internal and relationship
structures which can, at times, cause conflict. In families, members are
intimately connected and relationships encompass every small detail of
life.

In school, membership and relationships are defined by and

dependent on performance and competence as judged by the teacher
(Johnston, 1993). Parents have a primary relationship with children
which is emotionally charged with particular expectations. On the other
hand, schools have universal expectations of children which are global

25

and apply to the entire group. Parents are interested in indicators of
their child’s achievement while teachers tend to focus on the process of
learning (Hobhouse, 1993). Children are often perceived as special in
the home, but in school, they are often regarded as members of groups
or by categories such as class or grade level.
Lightfoot (1978) used an example which points this out clearly.
When a parent wants a teacher to be “fair” to her child, she means that
she wants the child to have a “chance” or “special consideration” or
attention. The school, however, uses the word “fair” to mean that
everyone gets the same chance, the same attention, the same
consideration.

Lightfoot wrote, “The doctrine of fairness exercised in

schools, therefore, strikes most parents as anything but fair to their
child.” In school, fairness is meant to create a stable, predictable social
system with order and detachment from prejudice. Even teachers, who
believe in the individual social and cognitive needs of each student, seem
to have universal standards and goals for all students. A conflicting
parent perspective may be that the school “prizes its order more than its
clients, and the seeds of distrust are sown” (Lightfoot, 1978).
The boundaries between home and school control can also seem
ambiguous. Parents of young children sometimes feel shocked by the
exclusion and separation from their child’s environment. Can a parent
keep a child out of school go to on a family vacation? Can a teacher
keep a child after school to make up missed work? Without open and
honest communication, these type of questions may result in conflict.
Parents and teachers’ inability to recognize their own needs do face risk
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in open confrontation. “One sometimes wonders whether adults are
arguing over the best interest of the child or whether, in some sense,
they are hoping to protect their own societal status and image — that
children become the projection of their need to feel competent and
successful as parents and teachers”(Lightfoot, 1978). While public
policy generally sides with the parent, in the classroom, it is the teacher
who has the professional autonomy, and what some consider, a relief
from interfering parents (Lightfoot, 1978).
Besides the question of control, there is seldom opportunities for
open and sincere dialogue between parent and teacher. Formal Parent
Teacher Association meetings or school open house programs do not
usually provide opportunities for useful discussion between teachers and
parents. Parents or teachers fear reprisals when they publicly criticize
schools or homes. Individual parent-teacher conferences which are
requested by parents or teachers may sometimes arise out of fmstration
or anger. Teachers tend to avoid some matters like the family's
environment for home study or the parents as learning models for their
children (Todd, 1992). The tone can be confrontational and highly
charged, and the adults may become defensive.

Less able teachers look

to union or institutional protection when interactions with parents
become difficult and heated (Lightfoot, 1978).
Although the conflict between parents and teachers does reflect
some of the contrasts between race, culture, and social and economic
class, a few studies regarding teacher perception of family, race, and
class bear mentioning. The relationship between teachers and parents
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from varying socioeconomic backgrounds is documented by Gertrude
McPherson in Small Town Teacher (1972). McPherson reported that
teachers identify with the average people of the town, tend to feel
powerless in relation to the upper-middle class, and consider the lower
class inferior (McPherson, 1972 and Lightfoot, 1978).

Research done

by Lightfoot (1978) indicated that many teachers perceive poor black
parents as victims of a racist society. In relation to attitude toward child
rearing, black and white middle class parents were seen by teachers as
aggressive, demanding, and obsessed with the child’s achievement.
Lower class parents who demanded obedience and respect were
appreciated by the teachers (Lightfoot, 1978). In all of these studies,
the basis of conflict is more complex than race or socioeconomic
background. Unfortunately, teachers and principals may develop strong
negative views of parents which they use to justify exclusion before they
know or even listen to parents’ perspective. In order to understand
family/school relationships, we need to consider the interaction of
voices and perspectives from all involved (Lightfoot, 1978)

Establishing School Communities with
Parent/Teacher Partnerships
This section begins with ideas about integration of conflicting
interests in the mind of the young adolescent learner.

Parent

participation in school life, especially in middle schools, is the second
area in the discussion. The section ends with a suggestion about the
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importance of building community among students, parents, and
teachers within a school building.
Productive Aspects of Conflict
At the turn of the century, Mary Parker Follett was a pioneer of
the creative potential of conflict.

She wrote:

We may wish to abolish conflict but we cannot get rid of
diversity. We must face life as it is and understand that
diversity is its most essential feature. Fear of difference is
dread of life itself. It is possible to conceive conflict as not
necessarily as a wasteful outbreak of incompatibilities, but a
normal process by which socially valuable differences
register themselves for the enrichment of all concerned
(Davis, 1987).
In 1932, Willard Waller noted that a child is able to experience
freedom of expression and autonomy when different demands are
placed on him/her by parents and teachers. The tension between home
and school needs to be seen not as a harmful sign of hostility and threat,
but as a stimulus to improve the learning environment (Lightfoot,
1978). “The place of the child, in the adult perceptions, can have a
critical influence on the shaping of relationships between families and
schools. The recognition by both parents and teachers of the child’s
autonomy, individuality, and wholeness can be a major source of
communication between families and schools’’(Lightfoot, 1978). The
path to resolution begins where conflicting ideas are articulated,
recognized, and negotiated. Parents and teachers have the common task
of education and socialization. Constmctive relationships between
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parents and teachers require that both change, empathize with the other,
and appreciate differences as necessary and advantageous for children.
The advantages of differing perspectives is a theme in Lightfoot’s
World’s Apart. She writes, “Conflict is potentially constructive as a
way of clarifying and resolving differences in culture and ideology
between families and school when there is open expression of ideas and
views and when people feel able to risk the repercussions of
misunderstandings and anger.” Parents and teachers need to develop
political and personal moves that are not merely defensive and reactive
but reflective of their own needs, interests, and goals. When parents
and teachers develop a positive relationship, the chances of success for a
child increase (Comer, 1993). Lightfoot (1978) continued, “Families
and schools can feel comfortable when they know each other well, when
there are no hidden mysteries behind the walls, and when
communications and interactions can be spontaneous and substantive.”
Parent Participation in School
Research indicates that parental involvement in school increased
significantly in the 1970's with the Head Start programs (Wolfendale,
1992). Johnston, referring to Steinberg, et al, wrote that family is the
“the most important non-institutional influence on student performance
in school” (1990).

Henderson, who analyzed forty-nine studies on

home-school collaboration, found that, “Students who graduate from
schools with strong parent involvement perform better than students
from identical programs without strong parental participation”
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(Johnston, 1990). Parent participation in a child’s education strongly
encourages student learning. Epstein identified four types of parent
involvement in schools: 1. basic obligations of parents, 2. school-tohome communications, 3. parent involvement at the school, and 4.
parent involvement in learning activities at home (Catterott, 1994).
Schools must not just solicit parent involvement, but they must plan for
the specific kinds on involvement based on the school’s needs and goals.
Parents in Middle Level Education
At the elementary level, studies have shown that greater academic
gains are made by children of parent who are involved in school than
those of children whose parents are not involved (Myers, 1985).

Even

though the benefit of parent involvement in schools is widely
understood, after elementary school years the home-school connection
tends to decline (Carnegie Council, 1989). Some of this is because
parents believe that their young adolescent needs to develop
independence. Young adolescents who are striving to reach autonomy
are sometimes embarrassed by parent involvement in school activities
(Glatthom & Spencer, 1986). Another reason is that some middle or
junior high schools respond like high schools and do not encourage
parental involvement. Some tend to believe that parents will interfere
especially in the areas of academic instruction. However, parent and
teacher mutual respect and trust are crucial elements for successful
schooling for young adolescents. Young adolescence is a time when
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students particularly need the support from caring adults and parents
(Myers, 1985 and Eccles & Harold, 1993).
The Carnegie Council suggests that middle schools re-engage
families in three ways. They suggest that schools give parents the
opportunity for meaningful roles in school governance, inform them
about what goes on in school, and suggest ways to support the learning
process at home. Effective schools utilize innovative forms of
recruitment and training of parent leaders. When schools work to
involve parents, parent education or social class become less important
in deciding who becomes involved (Brandt, 1989). Parent involvement
programs tend to be successful when there is a long term commitment
of many parents involved in a variety of different roles (Myers, 1985).
Good parent involvement programs get good reactions from both
parents and teachers (Myers, 1985).
Open and sincere communication with parents and community
members helps schools in many ways. Schools are owned by the public
and are expected to serve the large interests of that society. Good
relationships result in taxpayer support of district budgets. Schools
which have strong community support attract better teachers. They also
have better access to the rich resources of the community, its people,
organizations, and natural resources.

Parents and community members

who are informed about schools can make effective decisions about
educational issues (Glatthom & Spencer, 1986). Although many aspects
of schooling have changed, educators still need the “verbal, emotional,
and financial support of families and the community” (Mack ,1992).

32

Building Community
In 1902, the issue of cooperation and community was brought up
by John Dewey who wrote:
When the school introduces and trains each child of society
into membership within such a little community, saturating
him with the spirit of service, and providing him with the
instruments of effective self-direction, we shall have the
deepest and best guaranty of a larger society which is
worthy, lovely, and harmonious (Dewey, 1902).
The most compelling reason for establishing a community within
schools is that a genuine community is good for a person’s mental
health.

In a genuine community students, parents, and teachers know

they belong and feel important and appreciated. The warm and caring
climate of a community supports self-esteem and confidence.

An

effective school community can successfully educate students from
varied backgrounds. In their recommendations for improving the
educational experiences of middle grade students, the Carnegie Council
on Adolescent Development Task Force calls for " a community of
learning... that engages those young adolescents for whom life already
holds high promise, and welcomes into the mainstream of society those
who might otherwise be left behind." The goal of the Carnegie Task
Force is the fifteen year-old, well served in the middle years of
schooling, who will be a good citizen and a healthy and intellectually
reflective person enroute to a lifetime of meaningful work.
Research indicates that effective middle schools have a sense of
community marked by a high level of caring, strong support groups,

33

and a recognition of and insistence upon reciprocity on human growth
and development (School Administrators Project, 1983).

The Carnegie

Council on Adolescent Development suggests that "school should be a
place where close, trusting relationships with adults and peers create a
climate for personal growth and intellectual development." (Carnegie
Council on Adolescent Development, 1989). The Council recommends
three qualities to create a community for learning. First, large middle
school grades should be restructured so that students feel they are part
of a community.

Secondly, the variety of expectations and practices of

teachers and the lack of integration between subject matter should be
reduced. And thirdly, each student needs at least one caring adult who
takes the time and makes the effort to talk to the student about academic
and personal matters (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development,
1989). Each student’s success is the community responsibility and the
community goal.
Two guidelines are apparent in providing positive schoolcommunity relationships. First, an emphasis on quality education and
second, a responsiveness to the social and political environment of the
community.

Sending children home happy and enthusiastic about

learning is the best public relations program (Glatthom & Spencer,
1986).
In the following passage from Dr. Zhivago. Boris Pasternak
expresses the essential dependency between self-image and social
interaction.
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Well, what are you? What is it about you that you have
always known as yourself? What are you conscious of in
yourself; your kidneys, your liver, your blood vessels? No.
However far back you go in your memory it is always
some external manifestation of yourself where you come
across your identity: in the work of your hands, in your
family, in other people. And now, listen carefully. You in
others—this is what you are, this is what your consciousness
has breathed, and lived on, and enjoyed throughout your
life, your soul, your immortality—your life in others
(Pasternak, 1958).
In this passage, Pasternak ties a person's self-understanding to the
perceptions others have about the person. The influence of an
individual within a social group is fundamental to the individual's selfconcept. For young adolescents, a school community plays a key role in
the development of their unique identity. Using community in a middle
school may improve self-esteem and build confidence for all young
learners.
Social scientists developed research experiments which focus on
the relationship between community and personal identity. References
to social interaction and community life are found in social psychology
and sociology. Although there are many definitions of community
described by social scientists, the definition of community suggested by
the Foundation for Community Encouragement seems most appropriate.
The Foundation proposes:
A community is best defined as a group of two or more
people who, regardless of the diversity of their
backgrounds (social, spiritual, educational, ethnic,
economic, political, etc.) have been able to accept and
transcend their differences, enabling them to communicate
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effectively and openly and to work together toward goals
identified as being for their common good (Foundation for
Community Encouragement, 1990).
This definition is particularly applicable to public middle schools where
diversity of backgrounds is so apparent, need for communication is so
critical, and common goals are most compelling.

Ralph Tyler (1990)

said that since humans are social beings and real learning is a social
activity, a sense of school community is an essential quality of a school
where everyone can succeed. Within a genuine community a young
person develops identity and a sense of belonging (Gardner, 1990).
This sense of belonging is fundamental to young adolescents who are
quickly leaving the security and safety of childhood life. When a school
becomes a supportive environment for learning, then all in the school
have the opportunity to succeed.
The genuine community is a climate that does not remove
religious and cultural differences, but appreciates and celebrates those
differences (Peck, 1988). A commitment to community means a
commitment to a realistic, peaceful and inclusive culture which
overcomes isolation and fragmentation. Tyler suggests that people will
do what is required to be considered a part of a community. In a
genuine community, individuals can experience the healing power of a
safe place to experiment with new types of behavior. Young adolescents
need a safe and friendly place as they attempt and sometimes fail at
more mature, adult-like behaviors. A genuine school community can be
a model place where conflict is resolved with wisdom and grace, not
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physical or emotional bloodshed which can hurt and sometimes destroy
a young person’s tender, but growing, identity.
Besides handling heterogeneity, today’s successful community
must seek change and be adaptive. John Gardner suggests eight
conditions for a successful community:
1. wholeness incorporating diversity.
2. A shared culture.
3. Good internal communication.
4. Caring, trust, and teamwork.
5. Group maintenance and government.
6. Participation and sharing leadership tasks.
7. Development of young people.
8. Links with the outside world (Gardner, 1990).
Gardner’s conditions have important implications for public middle
schools. These schools bring together a diverse population of parents,
teachers, and young people for purpose of learning.
In The Human Group. George Homan (1949) analyzed five small
groups and characterizes their interaction and sentiment.

Homan

found the more often people interact with each other, the stronger their
feeling of affection will be toward one another. Because all people want
to be treated with dignity and respect, the principles of good
communication are cornerstones of a genuine community. Learning
good communication techniques helps young adolescents become
stronger team members and better problem solvers and decision
makers. The spirit of team work continues to be more important in
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today's world of work where problems are too complex to be handled
by one person. This focus on good communication techniques makes a
true community an especially effective decision making body (Peck,
1988).
Why should school leaders make the tremendous effort to
establish a community of learners within their schools? A community is
essential in making school a place where every person can succeed in
learning.

When a school shares a vision of success for all learners,

then everyone in that community will strive for the success of every
learner because that is the personal vision necessary to be considered
part of the school community.

When a member loses that community,

s/he loses the reinforcement which helps her/him achieve that vision
(Tyler, 1990).
The Foundation for Community Encouragement suggests that any
group can build and experience genuine community in their school
provided that all understand the demands and responsibilities involved
and are willing to commit themselves to the purpose of improving
learning conditions for all students. By being willing to give up some
traditional individual defenses, teachers and parents can provide each
other and their students with an environment of acceptance and
appreciation of personal differences (Foundation for Community
Encouragement, 1990). Students in a productive school community
understand that their responsibility is learning how to leam,
communicate successfully, and help others leam.
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Two important aspects of a genuine school community are a sense
of caring and a sense of purpose.

Members of a school community,

students, parents, and teachers, respect each other and are concerned
about the learning problems.

Cooperation rather than competition

becomes a primary motivator, and group celebration for individual
success in learning becomes the hallmark of achievement.

Brenda

Finn, a Danforth Scholar at the University of Massachusetts, has
written:
As a community, a school must rest solidly on both an
academic and social base. Its people must know their
abilities and interests are acknowledged as they engage
others in learning and are, in turn, drawn in by their own
curiosity. Students need to feel valued if they are to
develop the confidence to give voice to their thinking to
internalize ideas. Learning to leam is at the heart of the
school community (Finn, 1990).
The genuine community promotes the belief that the strongest talents of
any one person in the school are the best resources of any other person.
A school climate is created in which every person learning and teaching
feels a part of the school community. The community helps every
person leam, teach, and grow more every day.

Summary
This chapter reviewed the literature in with respect to three
particular areas. First was the social psychologist’s viewpoint regarding
the meaning of personal perception, how perception influences
behavior, and how communication between people can influence or
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change a person's perception. Secondly, perceptions of parents were
considered. The ways parent perceptions influence the behavior and
learning of children were presented. Special note was taken of parent
attitudes and perceptions about school and learning which are
considerably more influential in promoting students' success in school
than the effects of family structure, race, or economic class. Thirdly,
the differing perceptions between those at home and those in school can
and should be integrated to improve the learning environment. By
working together in a school community where ideas are openly and
honestly expressed and differences are used as starting points for
improvement and growth, parents, teachers and students can leam,
teach, and grow more every day.
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CHAPTER 3

RESEARCH DESIGN AND PROCEDURES

This chapter will explain how the study took place. Selection of
parent and teacher participants, description of the survey instrument,
the interview format, and methods used to collect the data are discussed.
The procedures for organizing and analyzing the data collected from the
interviews are discussed in detail.

The Design
In order to determine answers to the five research questions,
face-to-face interviews with twenty parent and twenty teacher
participants were conducted. Qualitative interviewing techniques were
chosen so that participants could express their own perceptions using
their own terms (Patton, 1987). Parents and teachers were chosen from
one public middle school in Massachusetts. This researcher is the
principal of the selected school.

Background of the Selected Middle School
The research site is a middle school which had an enrollment of
410 students in grades five through eight. It is one of two middle
schools in a suburban upper-middle-income town of about 16,500
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residents. Both middle schools prepare students for a high school
program where about 93% of the students continue schooling after high
school.
The 1993 Massachusetts Education Assessment Program survey
results report that when using an eight-point scale for a range of parent
education from elementary to post college, the state average is 5.15
while the selected school average is 6.97 (Massachusetts Department of
Education, 1993). This indicates that a considerable number of the
students' parents attended or graduated from college or had formal
education beyond college. In the Massachusetts Education Assessment
Program report for the three feeder elementary schools, the state
further reported that 75% of the children attended nursery school
before public kindergarten. Massachusetts Education Assessment
Program results also indicate that 65% of students have greater than 30
books available to them in the home (Massachusetts Department of
Education, 1993).
The middle school was built as a junior high school for grades 7
and 8 in 1959. Twenty years ago, because of increasing enrollment, the
town built a second middle school. Both middle schools housed grades
6, 7, and 8. Seven years ago, grade 5 was added to each of the two
middle schools. Classes in grades 5 and 6 were self-contained with one
teacher teaching all academic areas to the same group of 24 to 26
children. Grade 7 and 8 academic classes are taught by different
teachers trained in either English, mathematics, science, or social
studies. Students in grades 5 through 8 are scheduled for weekly related
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arts classes which include art, general music, industrial arts, home
economics, health, and physical education. Students can choose classes
in chorus, band, jazz band, and/or orchestra. Grade 7 and 8 students
can select French, Spanish, or, if recommended, reading. All grade 5
students take a weekly class in library studies.
The researcher gained permission for this study from the
Superintendent of Schools after discussing the purpose and design of the
study with him. A copy of the formal written request is Appendix A.

Selection of the Participants
This section will present approaches used to select parent and
teacher participants. Data selection charts will be shown and explained.
Reasons for making particular selections will be presented.
Parent Selection
Parent participants were parents or guardians of children who
attended the middle school. Since twenty teachers were selected, an
equal number of parents were selected to determine parent perceptions.
Selection of parents was determined by their child's student
characteristics. The three student characteristics were grade level (5, 6,
7, or 8), gender, and performance as indicated by grades on report
cards. These criteria tended to be the most often cited characteristics of
students in the school.
While grade level and gender were obvious, performance on
report cards required more careful scrutiny. School statistics on the
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first quarter report cards for the fall of 1993 indicated the following
percent of students receiving the grades in academic areas:

GRADE

English

Mathematics

Science

Social Studies

A

43%

40%

55%

41%

B

22%

41%

35%

39%

C, D, F, or I

35%

19%

10%

20%

Since interviewing began in May, the third quarter report cards were
used as indicators of student performance. High performance was based
on a report card having all A’s in academic subjects. There were
approximately ten children in each grade with all A’s. Low average
performance was based on one or more C’s, D’s, of F’s in the academic
subjects. This included about eight students per grade. By chance,
seven of the eight students were students on an Individual Education
Plan. All other students were considered average performance. The
Parent Matrix found in Table 1 was used to select parents.
Because there were fewer high and low performing students per
grade level than average students, parents for these two groups were
selected first. For example, of the five possible high performing grade
6 boys, one parent was contacted either by phone or in person. After
explaining the purpose of the study and procedures for the interview,
parents were asked if they would be willing to participate. Of twentyone parents asked, all but one agreed to participate. Twenty parent
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Table 1
Parent Selection Maitrix
GRADE

PERFORMANCE

SEX

5

HIGH

F

1.

5

HIGH

M

2.

5

AVERAGE

M

3.

5

LOW

F

4.

5

LOW

M

5.

6

HIGH

F

6.

6

HIGH

M

7.

6

AVERAGE

F

8.

6

LOW

F

9.

6

LOW

M

10.

7

HIGH

F

11.

7

HIGH

M

12.

7

AVERAGE

M

13.

7

LOW

F

14.

7

LOW

M

15.

8

HIGH

F

16.

8

HIGH

M

17.

8

AVERAGE

F

18.

8

LOW

F

19.

8

LOW

M

20.

N = 20
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STUDENT / PARENT

Table 2
Teaicher Selection Matrix
GRADE(s)/
SUBJECT

YEARS IN
TEACHING

TEACHER
NUMBER

5+6 academic

<5

1.

5+6 academic

from 5 to 20

2.

5+6 academic

>20

3.

7+8 academic

<5

4.

7+8 academic

from 5 to 20

5.

7+8 academic

>20

6.

5-8 academic

<5

7.

5-8 academic

from 5 to 20

8.

5-8 academic

>20

9.

5-8 specials

<5

10.

5-8 specials

from 5 to 20

11.

5-8 specials

>20

12.

5-8 specials

<5

13.

5-8 specials

from 5 to 20

14.

5-8 specials

>20

15.

5-8

<5

16.

5-8

from 5 to 20

17.

5-8

>20

18.

5/6 Special Ed.

< 10

19.

5/6 Special Ed.

>10

20.
N = 20
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participants included nineteen mothers and one father. Eight were
parents of girls and twelve were parents of boys.
Teacher Selection
There are forty professionally trained teachers at the middle
school. Six of that group also teach at other schools within the school
district. Determining teacher perceptions required selecting teachers
who represent all phases of teacher life within a school. Twenty
teachers were selected. Because the teacher population is small and
predominately female, only two criteria for selection were used. They
were subject or grade (5-8) level taught, and number of years
teaching. The academic subjects include English, language arts,
reading, mathematics, science, social studies, and foreign language. The
special subjects were art, vocal and instrumental music, physical
education, health, home economics, industrial arts, and library. The
Teacher Selection Matrix found on Table 2 was used. While the matrix
was a guide in selecting a representative sample of teachers, because the
school faculty tended to be a more experienced staff, proportionally
fewer of the older teachers were interviewed. The younger or less
experienced teachers were more likely be selected. Almost every
teacher with less than 5 years in teaching was interviewed.
Starting at the top of an alphabetical list of teachers, a teacher’s
name was placed in a slot which matched teacher criteria on the matrix.
All the cells were filled when the letter “T” was reached. Each selected
teacher was contacted in person. After explaining the purpose of the
study and procedures for the interview, teachers were asked if they
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would be willing to participate. Each of the twenty selected teachers
agreed to participate. Teacher participants included sixteen women and
four men.

Interview Process
Procedures for the interview process are presented in the
following section. These include the invitation, the field tests, the steps
in questioning and the survey techniques.
Invitation to Interview
The date, time, and place of the interview was mutually
convenient to parent or teacher and the interviewer. Interviewing
began at the end of April and continued to the second week in July,
1994. Most interviews took place in the main office of the school
during, shortly before or after school hours. Each parent and teacher
was told the three main interview questions before the interview. The
three questions for parents were:
• What do you believe your child should leam in school?
• What are the best ways for your child to leam in school?
• How willing are teachers to include your ideas about improving
conditions within a school?
The three questions for teachers were:
• What do you believe your students should leam in school?
• What are the best ways for your students to leam in school?
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• How willing are parents to include your ideas about improving
conditions within a school?
While three questions for parents or teachers guided the
interview, the interview tended to be relatively unstructured in order to
elicit from the participants a description of what they consider
important concepts and ideas (Lofland, 1971).
The Field Test
Before the official interviews took place, one parent and one
teacher were asked to field test the interview questions. They were
given the three questions beforehand and came to the interview with an
understanding that they would also be asked to comment on the
procedure, content, and style of the interview. Both field testers
strongly recommended continuing the use of the question prompts on
the Teacher or Parent Interview Guide (Appendices D,E,H,I). They felt
that the guides would help participants feel more at ease and give some
specific ideas to the first two general questions. They also suggested
that it was a privilege to be asked these type of questions by the school
principal. Answering the questions made them feel like experts and
they felt it was a nice compliment.
Interviewing Procedures
At the beginning of the interview, the participant was asked to
read and sign the Participant Written Consent Form (Appendices B and
C). The tape recorder was turned on and the interviewer began to take
notes.
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Parent Interviews. For parents, the research questions guided the
interview. Research Question 1. was MWhat are parent perceptions
about what a young adolescent should learn in school?" Research
Question 2. was "What are parent perceptions about the ways a young
adolescent should learn in school?" The two questions for parents were
repeated as "What do you think your child should learn in school?" and
"What are the best ways for your child to learn in school?" A parent
with more than one child was asked to think only about the child whose
name was listed in the Parent Selection Matrix. While the interview was
conversational and casual in style, the Parent Interview Guides
(Appendices D and E) were offered to participants to be used as a
framework to initiate some ideas or focus on specific topics. Parents
could choose not to look at Interview Guides and a few did chose not to
use them. While the interview was taped, notes were taken on major
ideas and some details such as facial expressions or body language.
In order to determine the answer to research question 3. "What
are parent perceptions of teacher willingness to include parents ideas in
improving learning conditions within the school?", the parent was asked
“How willing are teachers to include your ideas about improving
conditions within a school?” after they responded to questions 1 and 2.
Particular attention was made of positive, neutral, or negative
statements. When the interview was completed, the interviewer asked if
the parent has anything further to add. When parents finished
describing their perceptions, they filled out the Parent Survey

50

(Appendix F). Verbal thanks were given and a note of thanks
(Appendix G) was mailed to the parent’s home.
Teacher Interviews. For teachers, the following research
questions guided the interview:

Research Question 1. What are

teacher perceptions about what a young adolescent should leam in
school? and Research Question 2. What are teacher perceptions about
the ways a young adolescent should leam in school? The researcher
recorded answers from teacher to these two research question in a
manner similar to the one described above for parent responses. The
initiating questions were "What do you think your students should leam
in school?" and "What are the best ways for your students to leam in
school?" The Teacher Interview Guides (Appendices H and I) were
used like the Parent Interview Guides. Teachers were asked to think in
terms of their present class or group of students.
In order to answer Research Question 4. "What are teacher
perceptions of parent willingness to include teacher in improving
learning conditions within the home?", teachers responded to the
question “How willing are parents to include your ideas about
improving conditions within a school?” Answers were given in general
terms and the researcher made notes of the positive, neutral, or negative
comments. Then the short Teacher Survey (Appendix J) was given.
When the interview was completed, the researcher asked if the teacher
had anything further to add. Verbal thanks was given and a note of
thanks (Appendix K) was placed in the teacher’s school mailbox.
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Procedures for Organizing and Analyzing Data
The following discussion explains how the answers to Research
Question 5 were organized and presented. Research Question 5 is:
What are the similarities and differences between parent and teacher
perceptions of content for learning, process of learning, and willingness
to accept other ideas?
In order to answer this question, interview data needed to be
analyzed so that parent and teacher perceptions could be understood.
When the interviewing was completed, a Participant Data Base
(Tables 3 and 4) was set up on the computer. The Participant Data Base
used information from the Parent or Teacher Selection Matrix. Twenty
parent records corresponded to the twenty parent participants. Each
parent record in the data base contained five important pieces of
descriptive information that are called fields. The five fields for
parents are:
1.

TP:

T for teacher and P for parent

2.

Number:

A number was assigned to each participant.

3.

Grade:

The grade level of the student

4.

Performance:

5.

Sex:

The third quarter grades of the student -

H:

All A's in academic subjects

A:

A's or B’s in all academic subjects

C:

One or more C's in any academic subject

The sex of the student

Although one of the twenty parents was a father and nineteen
were mothers, the sex of the parent was not considered in the selection.
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Rather than using names, parents were referred to as P8 or P15. In
Table 3, the parent who is labeled P8 is the parent of a sixth grade boy
whose third quarter report card contained A's or B's in academic
subjects. P15 is the parent of a seventh grade boy who had at least one
C on the third quarter report card. Note that PI, P2, P3, P4, and P5
are parents of grade 5 students while P16, P17, P18, PI9, and P20 are
parents of grade 8 students.
Teacher information on the Participant Data Base was set up
using the Teacher Selection Matrix (Table 1). Like the Parent Data
Base, the twenty teacher records also contained five fields of descriptive
information. They are:
1.

TP:

T for teacher and P for parent

2.

Number:

A number was assigned to each teacher based on the

number of experience in teaching. Teacher T1 has the least
experience, teacher T20 has the most experience.
3.

Grade:

The grade level (5, 6, 7, or 8) taught by the teacher.

If the number on the chart is a one, then the teacher has
classes in all four grade levels.
4.

Performance:

The two indicators are -

R - indicating a regular academic teacher or a Resource
Teacher
S - indicates a Special subject teacher in areas such as
music, art, health, life skills, or physical education.
5.

Sex:

The sex of the teacher
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Note that when a reference is made to teacher T10, the teacher is
a female working with seventh grade students and between 10 and 15
years of experience. The data base is set up so that Tl, T2, and T3 are
the teachers with least experience. Teacher T20 is the most experienced
professional. The Teacher Participant Data Base follows on Table 4.
After participant records were organized, survey answers to the
twenty survey questions were entered into twenty additional fields in the
data base, titled SI to S20. Since there were four possible answers,
numbers were used to correspond to each answer as follows:
Strongly Agree

4

Agree

3

Disagree

2

Strongly Disagree

1

Only one response was blank. Appropriate calculations were considered
when determining the means and standard deviations.
Parent Responses to Parent Survey Statements and Teacher
Responses to Teacher Survey Statements are in Appendices G and L,
respectively. Columns and rows were copied into a spreadsheet in
order to obtain the mean and standard deviation for each of the twenty
questions (Fitz-Gibbon, Morris, 1987). Once means were obtained,
information was stored back into a data base and records were sorted as
necessary.
The qualitative analysis tends to be an interpretative way to make
meaning out of available information (Fielding & Fielding, 1986). In
order to make meaning out of the large amount of data from the
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Table 3
Parent Participant Data Base

T P

NUMBER

P

1

5

H

F

P

2

5

H

M

P

3

5

A

M

P

4

5

C

F

P

5

5

C

M

P

6

6

H

F

P

7

6

H

M

P

8

6

A

M

P

9

6

C

F

P

10

6

C

M

P

11

7

H

F

P

12

7

H

M

P

13

7

A

M

P

14

7

C

F

P

15

7

C

M

P

16

8

H

F

P

17

8

H

M

P

18

8

A

M

P

19

8

C

F

P

20

8

C

M

GRADE PERFORMANCE
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SEX

Table 4
Teacher Participant Data Base
T P

NUMBER GRADE

PERFORMANCE

SEX

T

1

8

R

F

T

2

1

S

F

T

3

5

R

F

T

4

6

R

M

T

4

6

R

M

T

5

7

R

F

T

6

1

S

F

T

7

7

R

F

T

8

1

S

F

T

9

7

R

F

T

10

7

R

F

T

11

1

R

F

T

12

6

R

F

T

13

8

R

F

T

14

8

R

F

T

15

5

R

M

T

16

1

S

F

T

17

6

R

F

T

18

7

R

M

T

19

8

R

F

T

20

7

R

M
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interview comments, the nature of each question was examined. The
analysis for question 1 and question 2 was similar. Because the
questions were on content or process of learning, it was necessary to
focus on content or process responses which seemed to be a priority for
the participants or remarks which occurred most often by many
participants. Question 3 about the receptiveness of teachers or parents
tended to elicit a scale of responses ranging from positive to negative.
While many books on qualitative analysis gave examples using card
files, folders, or informational retrieval cards, the computer data base
proved to be a faster, more efficient way to sort and organize the
interview data.
Since notes and audio tapes were made at each interview,
transcribing descriptive information was done by following notes and
listening to audio tapes. Comments were copied directly into a field
titled COMMENT in the data base. Some editing occurred in the
transcription such as using pronouns for the names of students or
omitting tangential stories that did not apply to the question. In his
work on intensive interviewing, Lofland (1971) suggested that verbatim
transcription is not necessary when the verbatim version is available.
Individual records in the data base included one or two sentences or
ideas stated by a participant. The sentences or ideas in a participant’s
answers were numbered by the order of the response, 1 for first, 2 for
second and so on. Question 1 generated 341 separate remarks from the
forty participants. The data base for Question 2 held 257 comments.
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For Question 3, there were 220 comments. A Sample of the Comment
Data Bases is located in Appendix N.
The use of the data base with fields which included participant
code, order of response, and comments, allowed for some measurable
and sophisticated procedures in the analysis. Two computers were used.
One computer was used as a word processor while the second displayed
the data base of comments for question #1, #2, or #3. Because all the
responses were entered into the data base, three helpful organization
functions were possible. First, a simple sort on any field of information
was available using the SORT command. Secondly, a word could be
searched throughout the entire data base and all the records which
contained the word could be displayed. This was called a MATCH. But
the third most helpful function was the FILTER. A filter in a data base
allows a user to chose which records to select based on up to six possible
rules for selection. For example, in question #1, it was helpful to find
all references to academic learning. A filter, named BASICS, had rules
which selected the comment field containing words like basics,
academics, or the three '"R’s". When the filter was chosen, records
were displayed which contained the comments referring to academics.
Sorting and matching was also possible within a filter. So it was
electronically possible to see if academic learning was the first, second,
or third response given by any participant and whether it was mentioned
by a parent or teacher.
The analysis compared and contrasted not only parent and teacher
perceptions, but also explored perceptions by sub-categories such as
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teacher perceptions based on years of experience. Because the sample
was only twenty parents and twenty teachers, sub-category contrasts
were not as consequential as parent vs. teacher comparisons and
contrasts.
Summary
This chapter explained the major components of the research
design. A description of the selected middle school was presented along
with the description of the selection process used to determine parent
and teacher interview participants. Details for the interview included
the invitation, the field testing, and the manner in which parent and
teacher interviews were conducted. Procedures for organizing and
analyzing survey and descriptive data were elaborated. Computer
spreadsheet procedures were used to determine means and standard
deviations

of the survey results.

Data base operations were employed

to organize and analyze data. Electronic sorting and matching was
possible for any given field displayed in the data base. Filters were
saved within each data base. The filters contained selection rules which
correspond to the major themes or codes of the descriptive comments
made by parents and teachers.

The word processor on a second

computer was used to record the ideas drawn from the data base
operations.
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CHAPTER 4
ANALYSIS OF DATA AND FINDINGS
The purpose of this chapter is to present and analyze findings
gleaned from answers given by parents and teachers to three research
questions that guided the study. The three sections in this chapter
correspond to each research questions. Data are in the form of
interview comments and survey results. For questions 1 and 2
regarding the content and process of learning, findings are separated as
interview or survey results. Interview and survey findings for question
3 about parent and teacher receptiveness are found in the last section of
the chapter.

Research Question 1
Parents: What do you think your child should leam in school?
Teachers: What do you think young adolescents should leam in school?
This section presents findings related to question 1 by looking at
interview comments and survey results.

It is divided into three parts.

The first part reveals answers to the open-ended interview questions.
An analysis of survey responses which pertain to the content of learning
is second. The last part includes findings gleaned from responses to
both interview and survey questions.
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Interview Responses Relating to Question 1
Because the field testers for the interview suggested using Parent
or Teacher Interview Guides (Appendicies D and E), the guides were
given to participants when question 1 and 2 were asked. The
participants responded to the Question #1 Interview Guide by saying:
• My notes and yours are very similar. P7
• I agree with all of this. They should learn everything on
here plus a lot more. There is so much for them to leam.
But you can't do everything. P17
• Young adolescents should leam everything on the sheet.
That's a lot of stuff! T10
• I agree with the list. Young adolescents need a broadbased education. T20
The need for a wide range of learning for young adolescent learners
was appropriately presented by an analogy from a teacher quoting a
colleague:
• My teacher friend says, 'I think we should pack their
suitcases.' Try to pack their suitcases with everything we
can get in there and hope they'll keep it. Some things they
will throw out along the way, and others they'll keep
forever. T17
Reviewing the comment data base suggested certain themes re¬
occurred. The most common recurring themes were entered as names
of filters in the data base. The filters for the content of learning were:
Basics, Social, Emotional, Thinking, Technology, Life Skills,
Interdisciplinary, and Subjects.

Table 5 indicates the number of

parents and teachers whose answers suggested a theme.
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Table 5
Themes for Comments Regarding Question 1

KEY WORDS

NUMBER NUMBER
OF
of
parents
teachers
using
using
key
key
words
words

QUESTION
#1:
THEMES
USED IN
FILTER

INDICATING THEME
FROM INTERVIEW

BASICS

BASICS, ACADEMICS, 3 R'S

14

16

7

8

SOCIAL

SOCIAL, GET ALONG,

16

16

5

4

10

8

1

0

13

8

1

1

6

7

0

0

8

5

0

0

1

4

0

0

NUMBER NUMBER
of FIRST of FIRST
comment comment
of parent of teacher

COMMENTS

FRIENDS, PEERS,
BEHAVIOR
EMOTIONAL EMOTIONAL, SELF ESTEEM,
SELF DISCIPLINE,
RESPONSIBILITY, LEARNER
THINKING

THINKING, PROBLEM
SOLVING, LEARNING,
CHALLENGE, CREATIVE

TECHNO¬

TECHNOLOGY,

LOGY

COMPUTERS,
KEYBOARDING, TYPING

LIFE

LIFE SKILLS, 21 ST

SKILLS

CENTURY, FUTURE,
HIGH SCHOOL

INTERDIS¬

INTERDISCIPLINARY,

CIPLINARY

INTEGRATION,
CONNECTION

Note: total number of parents = 20
total number of teachers = 20
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The majority of parents, fourteen out of twenty, and sixteen out
of twenty teachers referred to academic learning in their responses to
this question. Comments contained phrases such as ’’getting the basics",
"learning the three R's", and "academics." Academic learning was the
first response given by seven of the twenty parents and eight of the
twenty teachers. First comments from parents included:
• I do want her to know a basic core of knowledge in the
academic subjects. PI
• Most important for me is number one - he's in school for
academics. Knowledge about as many subjects as possible
in as much depth as possible. P8
• I'm a firm believer that we need to spend more time in
the core academic areas. ... I would like to see more
emphasis on real academics. P20
Teachers tended to concur. Answers included:
• The first part would be the academics, obviously the more
important being the math and language area. T12
• The three R's, how to write well, know the basics. T5
• Certainly academic subjects are important. T9
Reading, writing, and mathematics were the most often cited
academic subjects. These subjects prompted relatively more emphasis
than other aspects of learning. Examples follow:
• Math and language arts should be a priority in the sense
that 75% of the academic time should be spent with those
two. P4
• I want to see more emphasis on language and writing,
starting with the basics. Schools are doing a good job with
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writing and encouraging children to write and "train of
thought" type of thing. I'm not sure there is continuity
between the two. We seem to jump from "train of thought
writing" in fifth grade book reports to more structured
research papers in seventh grade. P2
• They definitely should have language arts and it should be
more analytical. Her strength is reading. P6
• Writing skills - she’s improved this year. She's done a
fair amount of writing, although always more writing
would be beneficial. PI6
• The more reading they have to do, the better. P20
• Reading and writing are very important even though we
are into technology. T8
• I'd stress language arts encompassing reading and writing
for all areas. T10
• Math - a good background in pre-algebra or algebra and
appreciation for the subject, confidence in doing math.
T13
• For language arts - begin structured writing at an earlier
age level. In middle school, practice skills they have
already learned. Til
• In terms of the academic subjects, language arts is most
important. T19
Sixteen out of twenty parents and the same proportion of teachers
cited the social side of learning when responding to this question.

The

comments contained phrases such as social behavior, getting along with
peers, working with friends, and/or citizenship.

Five parents and four

teachers mentioned the social aspects of learning first. They said:
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• For my son, the most important things are social skills,
getting along with peers and those in authority. P2
• Social behaviors are first. He needs to leam how to get
along with others. P5
• Particularly at this age, the social and emotional behaviors
are more important than the academic areas. More
emphasis should be on them because of the adolescent age.
That's what they're interested in right now. P17
• Socially, she needs to get into the social program as far as
being more attentive to other children. Girls have a knack
to hurt each other. The teachers are not responsible for
that, but I think they could help. PI4
Teachers added:
• As a new teacher, I focused on academics, learning how
to leam. Now, the reality sets in. I see more social rather
than academic. T1
• I think a major key is how they get along with others and
be cognizant of how others may feel because of something
they may say. T4
• At age 12 they become judgmental. Emotionally and
socially is as important as intellectually. T6
• Social skills is one most difficult at this point. Ideally
start at an early age. In adolescence too many other factors
affect things like cooperative learning groups. T12
• Certainly provide opportunities for kids to interact
socially as well as academically. Opportunity to establish
friends, communicate with one another on a level other
than academic. T20
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The issues of tolerance, respect, and appreciation of diversity were
brought up within comments about social behavior. Three parents and
four teachers referred to diversity specifically. Parents said:
• I would like him to have an appreciation of cultural and
social diversity. P7
• Just basically embracing diversity. When you're working
in a group or on a team, to understand everybody's
differences. P20
In a similar vein, the teachers replied:
• Appreciation of diversity is important in middle school
because they (students) are very different. Everyone feels
so different and so 'out of it.' They can understand not
fitting in. T10
• Diversity is difficult in this town because there isn't much
here. We should do more with that. Social studies is now
more important than ever. They need a good
understanding of the whole world. What they do affects
others. Understanding eliminates fear. T13
Closely connected with social issues are emotional components of
learning. Words and phrases such as self-discipline, self-esteem,
learner, responsibility for learning, and how students see themselves as
learners, were often used in the perceptions. Some participants, who
referred to emotional and social issues, brought up values. Ten of the
twenty parents and eight of twenty teachers discussed the emotional side
of learning. One parent mentioned it first by saying:
• My feelings were basically along the lines of social
emotional. The first word that came to my mind was
'values' in two different ways - to experience just how
important your values are and how to keep those values.
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He has learned how to keep them. Things do change and
life goes on. He's lost a few friends or had to distance
himself from some. Their values may be different. T18
Other parents replied:
• Most important is her self-esteem. That's the key to
everything. She needs to feel positive about herself as a
learner, to have confidence. P9
• I want him to know himself as a learner. So that when he
is stuck on something he can go in to the best modality for
him. PI3
• Middle school is a time to learn to be a learner. To enjoy
learning for learning sake. P19
When teachers looked at emotional side of learning, they tended
to mention the impact of young adolescence and the need to encourage
ownership and responsibility for one's learning. Teachers suggested the
following:
• Life-long learning and learning how to be a life-long
learner are excellent aspirations but I'm not even sure if
you can dabble with that with middle school kids because
they just don't have a vested interest in that now. T10
• The attitude of the learner is most important. T13
• All children should have equal opportunity to learn. It is
difficult to conduct classes when there are constant
behavioral issues. That needs to be taken separate from
those who have learning disabilities. Oftentimes, the two
are not connected. When interrupted by emotional
problems, all children suffer. Til
• We need to be very sensitive because of their emotional
upheaval. Social and emotional behaviors to me are real
important at this time. They're nuts and we have to be
sensitive to that. T17
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Tied to the emotional aspect of learning is the issue of student
responsibility. Teachers were especially interested in seeing that
responsibility develop during middle school learning. On students
taking responsibility, teachers said:
• We need to teach responsibility. I'm seeing kids more
and more becoming less and less responsible. T5
• We need to establish some sense of belonging, caring, and
social responsibility. It’s important for children at this age
to begin to realize education is their responsibility. It can’t
be forced on them. Til
• It's very important at this age to take ownership of their
behavior and how they are acting in a group and to take
responsibility for themselves. T16
A few parents who suggested that emotional and social aspects are
being taught in their home, are less interested in values being taught in
school. One parent responded:
• Social and emotional behaviors, she has learned at home.
I don't expect the school to have to teach that although that
seems to be part of the world today. PI6
Other parents needed and wanted the school to be a support or an
extension of values learned in the home. They said:
• I'd like to see him develop good moral and ethical values,
an extension of the home. But then apply them in school
and make good choices. P7
• He needs to have values broadened and strengthened.
Things at home we think are important, we want for him.
I expect school to build on that foundation we have given
him and add additional values about being a member of a
community. P8
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• He needs to learn how to be a good citizen. We're trying
to teach him at home but he needs that reinforcement at
school. PI5
The one teacher who mentioned learning values at home, wavered on
values education in school. She said:
• Lately I've been finding that morals and values have to
come into play. I go back and forth in my mind whether
they should be taught in school. I think that it should be
taught in the home, but I don’t think that it does. T8
Following academics and the social-emotional sides of learning,
some participants suggested thinking skills. Thirteen parents and eight
teachers brought up key "thinking" phrases like problem solving,
challenging concepts, and creative ideas. Participant responses included:
• Generally I want him to leam and develop problem
solving skills, critical thinking, process information and do
something, be that an opinion, or take action, or have
further questions... Right now is a time when he is very
vulnerable to information and can absorb it. And I think
it's a critical time to tap the resources. He is open to
learning. He is still at a point where he's digesting things.
P12
• She likes the academics. She likes to be challenged. PI 6
• I'd like to see my daughter be challenged. PI9
• We need curriculum compacting where we leam how to
challenge all our kids. T12
• They need to do more problem solving in all areas. T15
Six parents and seven teachers referred to learning about
technology or learning by using computerized tools. Technology was
not mentioned first by any participant; however, four participants
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suggested it secondly. Technology or computers were sometimes listed
with other issues. Some specific responses were:
• I would like her to be very adept with computers, not just
word processing but how to do many things on a computer.
PI
• I would have liked him to leam more computer skills. I
really believe that technology is what is going to save us as
a nation. We have to use technology to enable us to get
things done. The computer doesn't replace basic skills, but
once you have it, it enables you to work better, more
productively. So I really think the computer is essential
and grade 5 isn't too early to begin. P20
• Leam not only academics, but also computer technology
to prepare for the future. T14
• They need to be able to use computers to do research,
practice skills they acquire, go further in areas they are
interested in. T18
Similar to computers and technology, participants tended to
mention life skills in a list with other things. Although no one suggested
eliminating life skills from the school program, it was clearly a
secondary interest and some thought it should be an optional rather than
a required program. Comments included:
• I'm not as concerned with life skills or art. I'm more
concerned with academics. Pll
• I don't see the need for life skills or a lot of things that
the home took care of because we still take care of this at
home. Even though a lot of children don't get them, I feel
it is taking away from the academics. Life skills should be
an optional part of school. P3
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• I'd like to see some options once they hit seventh grade art, music, life skills. T3
• Life skills like woodworking and metal are not applicable
for the 21st century. T10
However, some parents suggested the need for life skill education:
• I'd like to see more emphasis on everyday skills, like
being introduced to the idea of a check book before they go
off to college. There seems to be less emphasis on learning
real life skills. PI7
• I'm glad they get to do music and life skills and boy’s
cooking. Not necessarily men things and women things.
P5
• Add baby-sitting to life skills. P6
• Add values clarification in life skills. T10
• Add to life skills, changing a tire, car repair, cooking,
doing laundry. T7
• For some kids, middle school is the only time for life
skids. T14
Learning a foreign language was important to eight participants.
Four recommended that it should begin earlier:
• Start a foreign language earlier than high school. PI
• I'd like to see foreign language started in fifth grade, even
on a small scale. P5
• It's better to start foreign language when they are young.
P13
• I like to see foreign language begin earlier. Every
student should have another language. It's important to
look beyond your own country. T13
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Survey Results Relating To Question 1
While the above perceptions indicate descriptive parent and
teacher ideas about "What my child (a student) should learn in school?",
the Parent Survey and Teacher Survey suggest a ranking of intensity on
participant thinking and feeling about specific issues. Ten statements
used in the surveys referred to possible answers to question 1. The
statements are:
I.

My child (a student) should leam skills and information to
prepare for work in the 21st century.

3.

My child (a student) should leam how to get along with others in
school.

4.

My child (a student) should leam from separate subject
curriculum rather than an integrated curriculum which includes
all subjects.

10

My child (a student) needs to know and be able to do things
necessary for the next grade level.

II.

My child (a student) should leam more about how to leam rather
than specific bits of information.

13.

My child (a student) needs to leam organization skills in order to
leam well.

15.

My child (a student) needs to master the basics in every subject.

16.

My child (a student) should leam skills and information to
prepare for the next level of learning.

17.

My child (a student) should leam skills and behaviors which
prepare a person for a prosperous life.
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20.

My child (a student) should learn to be a life-long learner.
Tables 6 and 7 ranks the statements by strongest to least

agreement. Table 6 indicates parent responses while Table 7 refers to
teacher feelings.
Note that the top three statements #1, #20, and #3, for both
parents and teachers are the same, but rank in slightly different order.
This seems to suggest that both parents and teachers believe strongest in
children becoming life-long learners, that they leam to get along with
others, and that they leam skills and information to prepare for work in
the next century. Because of the four point scale, means below 2.5
indicate disagreement with the given statement. Parents and teachers
both disagree with the statement, MMy child (a student) should leam
from separate subject curriculum rather than an integrated curriculum
which includes all subjects."
Findings
Parent interview responses to the question "What do you think
your child should leam in school?" tend to concentrate on
social/emotional expectations followed very closely by statements about
academics, basics or three "R's". Teacher answers to "What do you
think young adolescents should leam in school?" focused equally on
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Table 6
Parent Survey Results Regarding Question 1
s#
1

STATEMENTS FOR PARENTS
RANK ORDERED BY STRONGEST AGREEMENT
My child should learn skills and information to

PARENT

PARENT

mean

strd dev

3.950

0.224

prepare for work in the 21st century.
20

My child should learn to be a life-long learner.

3.850

0.366

3

My child should leam how to get along with others in

3.800

0.523

3.800

0.410

3.750

0.444

3.600

0.598

3.500

0.761

school.
10

My child needs to know and be able to do things
necessary for the next grade level.

16

My child should leam skills and information to
prepare for the next level of learning.

11

My child should leam more about how to leam rather
than specific bits of information.

13

My child needs to leam organization skills in order to
leam well.

15

My child needs to master the basics in every subject.

3.300

0.733

17

My child should leam skills and behaviors which

3.300

0.801

2.150

0.933

prepare a person for a prosperous life.
4

My child should leam from separate subject
curriculum rather than an integrated curriculum
which includes all subjects.

NOTE: 4= strongly agree, 3= agree, 2= disagree, 1= strongly disagree
20 parents and 20 teachers responding
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Table 7
Teacher Survey Results Regarding Question 1
s#

3

STATEMENTS FOR TEACHERS
RANK ORDERED BY STRONGEST AGREEMENT
A student should learn how to get along with others

teacher

teacher

mean

strddev

3.9

0.307

in school.
20

A student should learn to be a life-long learner.

3.9

0.307

1

A student should learn skills and information to

3.85

0.366

3.55

0.604

3.45

0.759

3.421

0.606

3.3

0.571

3.2

0.615

2.85

0.587

1.7

0.656

prepare for work in the 21st century.
11

A student should learn more about how to leam
rather than specific bits of information.

13

A student needs to leam organization skills in order
to leam well.

17

A student should leam skills and behaviors which
prepare a person for a prosperous life.

16

A student should leam skills and information to
prepare for the next level of learning.

10

A student needs to know and be able to do things
necessary for the next grade.

15

A student needs to master the basics in every subject.

4

A student should leam from separate subject
curriculum rather than an integrated curriculum
which includes all subjects.

NOTE: 4= strongly agree, 3= agree, 2= disagree, 1= strongly disagree
20 parents and 20 teachers responding
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social and academic learning. Survey results also point out strong
teacher and parent agreement with learning skills and information for
the future and getting along with others. At this particular school,
academic studies done in a challenging, cooperative, and encouraging
social setting seem the primary goal for both parents and teachers.
Reading, writing, and mathematics were the most often cited specific
subjects. The common emphasis on academic learning by parents and
teachers is not surprising in a school system which sends a great
percentage of graduates to higher education. Respect, tolerance, and
appreciation of diversity were commonly mentioned social behaviors.
While survey results and interview answers suggest that the
emotional side of student learning are very important to parents,
emotional aspects of learning tended to be mentioned secondarily by
teachers. Referring to emotions, parents cited self-esteem while
teachers suggested student responsibility. A concern over time spent of
values education was suggested by some parents and teachers. A few
parents felt that time for academic learning was being lost when values,
which they taught at home, were taught in school. Others stated that
because some values were not taught at home, they needed to be taught
in school. One teacher specifically mentioned her dilemma over
whether or not to teach values in school.
Technology, life skills, and foreign language were areas suggested
by some participants; but generally these were not considered as
fundamental as core academics. Only thirteen out of forty participants
referred to technology or learning with computers. Life skills was
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clearly a secondary interest to participants and a few suggested that it be
an optional rather than required program. Of the four participants who
mentioned foreign language learning, three suggested that learning a
foreign language should begin during elementary school rather than
waiting for middle school.

Research Question 2
Parents:

What do you think are the best ways for your child to leam
in school?

Teachers:

What do you think are the best ways for a young adolescent
to leam in school?

This section presents findings related to question 2.

It is divided

into three parts. The first part reveals answers to the open-ended
interview questions.

An analysis of the results from the survey

responses which pertain to the process of learning is second. The last
part includes findings drawn from both interview and survey questions.

Interview Responses Relating to Question 2
Like the responses to Question 1, recurring themes for responses
to these questions were entered as names of filters in the data base. The
most common recurring themes were entered as filters in the data base.
The filter titles were: Senses, Homework ,Group Work, Multisensory,
and Technology.

Table 8 indicates the number of parents and teachers
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Table 8
Themes for Comments Regarding Question 2

QUESTION #2:

KEY WORDS FOUND IN

THEMES USED COMMENTS WHICH SUGGESTED
IN FILTER

THEME USED IN FILTER

GROUP WORK

COOP, GROUP, SOCIAL, EACH

NUMBER
of
parents
using
words

NUMBER
of
teachers
using
words

15

12

10

9

13

10

4

9

6

2

OTHER, PEERS, TEAM,
SENSES

VISUAL, ORAL, AUDITORY,
LISTEN, KINESTHETICALLY

HOMEWORK

HOMEWORK, PRACTICE, BY
DOING, ASSIGNMENT

MULTI-

MULTISENSORY, VARIETY,

SENSORY

DIFFERENT, COMBINATION,
STYLES

TECHNOLOGY

COMPUTERS, TECHNOLOGY,
TELEVISION, PROJECTS, TV
NOTE: N = 20
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who mentioned key words which suggest recurring themes found in the
comments.
When answering the questions about the learning process, parents
often seemed to relate answers to how they themselves learned.
Teachers, on the other hand, discussed how they teach. This again
relates to Murray (1938) contention that understanding behavior in
others depends on "the entire sweep of the life curve."
Since the answers to Question 1 focused on the social aspect of
learning, it followed that the most often expressed answers to "the ways
to learn" were learning from others and in groups. Fifteen parents and
twelve teachers suggested answers that contained key phrases such as
cooperative learning, group work, "from each other", "from peers", or
"on a team". Even while agreeing that group work was a good way to
leam, some parents voiced concern with the lack of work quality or
fairness issues in classroom strategies like cooperative learning. Below
are parent comments which move from strongly positive to very
negative about group work.
• She works very well in groups. She is a leader in groups
which surprised me. She tends to be shy and she is shy
with adults. PI
• It's really important that they have opportunity to do
cooperative learning. PI9
• He does work well in groups. He has difficulty
individually. PI5
• They do leam a lot from each other. They're more
inclined to listen to each other than the teachers. P17
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• Another thing he does work well in a group situation. He
likes that. It works very well for him. He is apt to be
more conscientious. He takes the chance that maybe he
won't do as well as he could, but he won’t do that in a
group. PI8
• I think peer, group learning is important. I think
discussion is important but I think that the piece that is
missed often is that there is a leader who is guiding that
peer experience. P 12
• Working in cooperative group -1 like the idea for her.
Although, if she is in a group with more progressed
students than she is, she will want to do better. In group
with the same level or lower, she’ll not bother because she
knows she can get away with it. P14
• Working on the cooperative groups I think is good. What
I found for a child like my son, who tends to be at the
bottom of the group, he doesn't give himself much credit.
He pulls himself back and lets others do it. P5
• I think working in groups is great. Doing the teaming is
great although I know with my own child who wants to
help others that are not keeping up as quickly as he is, he
then is held back. I don't like the grading of the group
based on a grade. Getting children together after school
(with all their activities) was extremely difficult. P2
• I personally don't like cooperative learning. My children
don't either. . . I don't see where they get a lot out of it. I
don't think my own children put enough effort into it to
present it to a classroom. I could see it done for review
purposes or tutoring purposes. But for the presentation of
material, I don't think it is effective. P3
• Cooperative learning has become an albatross around my
child's neck and I don't think I'm remiss in telling you that.
If children were grouped with the same enthusiasm or
interest, it would be a wonderful experience. It has not
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been a wonderful experience. Many is the night that she
does the whole thing. Pll
Interestingly, one parent answered Question #1 (What do you
think your child should learn in school?) with a response about team
work. Speaking from professional experiences as a manager in a human
resources field outside of education, her comments highlight the
importance of group work she feels are needed for her son and his
peers.
• I think its particularly important to get kids to work as a
team. Today everything is not how bright you as an
individual are, but how your abilities can be shared with a
team or how you as a manager impart knowledge to the
work group. You can't begin too early being part of a
team, learning how a team should work, building on the
strengths that other kids have. Kind of getting them to try
and get the answers rather than having it fed down to them.
The more you learn to work as a work group, the better.
My son was part of a team and they threw him out which
was good because he learned something - that you have to
pull your own weight! P20
Learning in groups was most often suggested "way to learn" by
teachers. However, many teachers listed it with other types of learning.
Almost every teacher with twelve or more years teaching suggested
some form of group learning. Teachers tended to be less passionately
for or against group learning than individual parents. Comments
included:
• Through practice, listening to the teacher and then doing
something with what that teacher discussed. That could be
working in a cooperative group, working independently, or
by creating things. T10
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• I think working independently as well as cooperatively. I
don't see those things as being in conflict or contradictory
but they can work together. That is the kind of thing the
world finds outside the world of academia. If kids can
acquire a sense of individually working and then coming
together and share with the group, then that's an important
skill for them to have developed. T19
• Speaking from the standpoint of many years of
experience, the best way is to leam by doing things with
one another, to interact with one another. It doesn't have
to be a cooperative learning situation. Sometimes
cooperative learning is best because it gives each kid an
opportunity to contribute something and an opportunity to
improve his self-image so that no one feels left out. T20
One teacher did speak adamantly for a balance between group and
individual work. She suggested options for learning in the following
response:
• The push to cooperative grouping has swung way out of
control. It seems we throw the baby out with the bath
water when any new innovation comes out. A number of
children that I work with prefer to work alone. That
option should be there. To be forced into group work all
the time is as bad as forcing someone into individual work
all the time. We have to balance. Children need to work in
both situations, but not to the point it's an uncomfortable
event. Til
The second most often expressed answer to " best ways to leam"
indicated learning by practice, homework, assignments, and overall "by
doing it." Thirteen parents and ten teachers suggested it in one form or
another. Like the first answer, group work, the more experienced
teachers tended to suggest "learning by doing". Some responses follow:
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• I've been thinking about this since we talked yesterday. I
think kids learn best by doing. T19
•. The best ways would be involvement, by reading, by
writing, by doing - put a star there! Call it hands-on. T18
• Practice is the most important thing. Giving kids models,
strategies, making them aware of what the strategies are
for, how to use them, continuously bring those strategies
back into daily work so that kids begin to connect. T12
• Practicing in the homework what they learned in class and
a few questions that go further than that. T13
• I like "hands-on" things in the classroom. If material is
presented well and the right type of discussion takes place,
working with it, using it. Interaction between teachers and
students is important, not just lecturing. P3
Some parents believed strongly in homework. They mentioned
that not enough homework was given. One parent disagreed with
homework for her son. Parent comments below are arranged from
most favorable to negative:
• Definitely through practice and homework. I don't think
enough homework is assigned to children in the middle
school. I think a minimum of an hour, a maximum of two
hours. P2
• I don't think they get too much homework. When I try to
establish work-study habits those first few months, it's very
hard because they don't have enough to keep them busy.
P5
• He definitely needs homework. Two hours a night on the
computer is good. PI3
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• Doing homework helps. I believe in a lot of homework
especially for her. If she knows something is due, she does
it. P 14
• Homework is hard. I find that she puts a lot of effort in
during the day. Homework is just a lot of reinforcement,
but that is all it really is. She is doing homework to keep
up what is going on at school. But I don’t think of it as
much of a teaching tool as maybe other parents do. I don’t
think homework is the most important thing in the world
that she is going to do in her day. P9
• He does not leam through homework. It is drudge work.
It isn't a re-inforcer for him. P 20
The kind of ’’learning by doing" during class time was important
to some of those interviewed. Active rather than passive learning was
suggested in these comments:
• She learns by doing. The more involvement, the better.
Active is more important that the ’’ditto" kind of thing. ...
People remember better by doing and that may be her
learning style. PI6
• The best way is with their hands on and actively involved
and out of their seats. Lecture is probably the worst way.
Doing instead of sitting and listening. T6
About half of the parents and half of the teachers suggested
learning through the five senses. Ten parents and nine teachers
commented on visual, auditory, or kinesthetic means as ways students
leam. Parent perceptions follow.
• Her two best modes of learning are visual and tactile. She
does not have a strength in the auditory mode, in fact, that
is a weak area for her. PI
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• Absolutely from listening to the teacher. I think they can
get very much from the interpretation of the teacher. An
interesting concept is teaching them both sides of an
argument. Being able to see both sides. P5
• She is pretty balanced because she leams all ways. She is
good auditory, good visual, and leams by doing. P6
• She can't just do it by listening. P9
• She leams best by listening to the teacher. She has to
concentrate. She has a tendency to wander. PI4.
• She leams best visually and verbally. She has trouble
with the written word. She needs it explained to her. She
needs mapping. PI9
The following comments are teacher observations about learning
through one’s senses.
• I’m a firm believer of hands on because I'm a very visual
learner myself. I have to see things. T8
• In some area, one thing or another might be more
appropriate. This would include listening because that's an
important part of doing as well as the hands on things. T19
• In math and science, it's through involvement, hands on
with manipulatives. T4
• Listening to audio tapes would be beneficial to kids who
are auditory learners. T10
While the comments above suggested learning through specific
senses, both parents and teachers tended to encourage multi-sensory
approaches to learning. A combination of teaching/leaming strategies
was suggested by both parents and teachers to help students with
different learning styles. Observations include:
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• The best way for my daughter to learn is a multi-sensory
approach. She needs to hear it, see it, try an example;
whether it’s in a book or on the blackboard. P9
• I really feel that they need to be exposed to a lot of
different teaching methods. ... There are so many different
ways to learn. So it’s important that we have them explore
those different ways of learning. P19
• Variety is really the key. We've done grouping in trade
books, we've done whole class trade books. We've done
class where each student chooses a trade book and then we
have the basal as well. Constant variety, not all in one
block. T3
• Through doing different activities they really can leam.
T4
• A teacher has to present it many ways to hit all different
kinds of learners. T8
• Sometimes multi-sensory is good where maybe we talk a
little bit and then we write a little bit and then do another
related project. T9
• Information has to be imparted multi-sensory. There is
no way you can address all learners in a classroom in one
mode. Information needs to be presented so that every
child has that light bulb go off and say, "I get this!" Til
• We, as teachers, need to make everything as multi-sensory
as we can. So that no matter how the child leams, they are
being exposed to a variety of modalities and they're going
to get it some way. T14
• The most important thing to remember is that there must
be a variety of choices and opportunities. T16
Two parents and one teacher went one step further by suggesting
that students leam about how they leam best. The comments suggest a
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significant idea about learning and thinking. Metacognition, or thinking
about thinking and learning, is constantly being explored by brain
researchers, psychologists, and educators. While not stated specifically,
these three participants' response clearly target the significance of
"learning how to learn" for young adolescents. They said:
• Maybe their learning styles should be identified and made
plain to them so that they realize it, especially for some
who have trouble learning. P17
• Different learning styles, different types of intelligences.
You have to find out how a kid learns and teach them in
that style. ... Each kid leams differently. P20
• The best way is for kids to be involved in their own
learning and offering them different kinds of experiences.
Then they can identify the areas best for them. We as
teachers almost have to do an interest inventory to find out
more about our learners. Once we know what ways they
connect with, we can offer them those experiences. We
have to help our kids identify their learning styles. T12
Memorizing for learning was mentioned by eight parents and
four teachers. For the three following parents, it seemed closely related
to "old fashion learning" or the "way I learned." Parent remarks
follow.
• I would like to see my children leam the way I learned
which was by memorizing, by reading. I should have done
more writing. P2
• Memorizing, by the way, is still valid. Consider rules and
the multiplication tables. P3
• Memorization is important. My preference is working
independently. Old fashion learning techniques, reading,
writing, memorizing. I believe in all of that. P4
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Other participants did not think memorizing was helpful. They
indicated:
• I don't think he learns well by memorizing. P15
• Memorizing doesn’t make much sense to her. Neither
does reading. PI9
• Memorizing - she can do it easily but I don't think it's
meaningful. P16
• Memorization doesn't thrill me. They forget it the next
day. T17
Other participants indicated the important connection between
memorizing and making meaning. They said:
• Memorizing is good to an extent, but what are they
memorizing for and what is it in relationship to other
things. If you can't put it into context, then it is not worth
doing. T8
• That to me is the way parents think learning should take
place - by rote and memorization. I'm not too sure it
should be thrown out. However, it does have a place in the
learning process, but it is not the only way to go. PI2
• Memorizing has a place but the more hands-on
developmental experiences will mean the more they retain.
P7
Learning aided by computers, television, or projects, was
indicated by a few as ways to help students leam. Computers and
projects seemed to be the more popular than watching a video on
television. Comments about computer were:
• I think we've got a good start on doing by computers but
I think more could be done. P2
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• Computers are important. I'm not sure at this age they
are really ready for computers. P4
• Computers, yes, definitely hold her interest greatly
because she is a visual type of learner. PI9
• And, when appropriate, certainly various aspects of
technology. Use of computers, visual. Those are
important too. T19
On projects, participants said:
• He loves projects though. His best work is when he has a
topic and three or four weeks to do it. He goes to the
library. P20
• When I had them do projects, they had a choice and I had
a success rate where everyone finished. T2
• Letting students work on things or projects that are a little
more unusual. Projects where in math or science they do
something fun and make some connections between areas.
Interdiscipline. T13
Watching television or videos to help young adolescents learn was
a controversial issue. Participants indicated:
• Listening to audio tapes or watching videos would be the
wrong way to go only because they get so much of that at
home. That’s more of an enjoyment. P2
• I would like as little of TV and videos as possible. There
is so much of that outside. PI 3
• Not watching TV. PI6
• He leams from TV. CNN. P20
• TV and videos are what we haven’t used in middle school
at all and we are missing out on some very innovative types
of things because this is what kids do. T10
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Survey Results Relating To Question 2

The survey contained statements which could be considered
answers to question 2, "What do you think are the best ways for your
child (a student) to learn in school?” The ten survey statements are:
2.

My child (a student) can leam well in groups.

5.

My child (a student) should leam the way I learned.

6.

In order to leam best, my child (a student) needs a happy friendly
environment which promotes self-esteem.

7.

Teachers should challenge my child (a student) to work harder in
order to leam.

8.

My child (a student) can leam better when assisted by technology,
such as computers.

12.

My child (a student) learns best by working independently.

13.

My child (a student) needs to leam organization skills in order to
leam well.

14.

My child (a student) should leam the way I was taught.

18.

My child (a student) should be challenged to reach their potential.

19.

My child (a student) should leam in a joyful manner which
promotes a love of learning.
Like in question 1, Tables 9 and 10 order the statements by

strongest to least agreement. Table 9 indicates parent responses while
the Table 10 refers to teacher answers.
The rank order of agreement for both parents and teachers was
surprisingly close. Table 11 indicates the this closeness.
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Table 9
Parent Survey Results Regarding Question 2
MWhat Do You Think Are The Best Ways
For Your Child To Learn In School?"
s#
6

STATEMENTS GIVEN TO PARENTS
RANK ORDERED BY STRONGEST AGREEMENT
In order to learn best, my child needs a happy

PARENT

PARENT

mean

strddev

4.000

0.000

3.900

0.308

3.750

0.550

3.500

0.761

3.450

0.510

friendly environment which promotes self-esteem.
18

My child should be challenged to reach his/her
potential.

19

My child should leam in a joyful manner which
promotes a love of learning.

13

My child needs to leam organization skills in order
to leam well.

8

My child can leam better when assisted by
technology, such as computers.

2

My child can leam well in groups.

3.400

0.598

7

Teachers should challenge my child to work harder

3.350

0.813

in order to leam.
12

My child learns best by working independently.

3.053

0.780

14

My child should leam the way I was taught.

1.950

0.826

5

My child should leam the way I learned.

1.850

0.813

NOTE: 4= strongly agree, 3= agree, 2= disagree, 1= strongly disagree
20 parents and 20 teachers responding
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Table 10
Teacher Survey Results Regarding Question 2
"What Do You Think Are The Best Ways
For A Young Adolescent To Learn In School?"
s#

STATEMENTS GIVEN TO TEACHERS
teacher
RANK ORDERED BY STRONGEST AGREEMENT mean

teacher
strddev

18

A student should be challenged to reach his/her

3.9

0.308

3.75

0.444

3.65

0.489

A student needs to leam organizational skills in order 3.45

0.759

potential.
19

A student should learn in a joyful manner which
promotes a love of learning.

6

In order to learn best, a student needs a happy
friendly environment which promotes self-esteem.

13

to leam well.
2

A student can leam well in groups.

3.3

0.571

8

A student can leam better when assisted by

3.3

0.470

3.25

0.550

technology, such as computers.
7

Teachers should challenge a student to work harder
in order to leam.

12

A student learns best by working independently.

2.05

0.686

14

A student should leam the way I was taught.

1.95

0.759

5

A student should leam the way I learned.

1.85

0.587

NOTE: 4= strongly agree, 3= agree, 2= disagree, 1= strongly disagree
20 parents and 20 teachers responding

92

Table 11

Comparison of Parent and Teacher Mean on
Rank Order of Statements Regarding Question 2

"What Do You Think Are The Best Ways
For Your Child (A Young Adolescent) To Learn In School?"

RANK:

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

PARENT

6

18

19

13

8

2

7

12

14

5

18

19

6

13

2

8

7

12

14

5

CHOICE:
TEACHER
CHOICE:

NOTE: 20 parents and 20 teachers responding
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The first three statement for both parents and teachers were
numbers 6, 18, and 19. Like responses to question 1, the order was
slightly different. The last four statements, 7, 12, 14, and 5, were
ordered in exactly the same manner for both parents and teachers.
However, closer inspection of the survey results indicates two
contrasts. While both parent and teacher mean scores ranked statement
12, "My child (a student) leams best by working independently." eighth,
the parent mean was 3.05 while the teacher mean was 2.05. This
indicates that, for the most part, parents agree with the statement while
teachers disagree.
Another less conspicuous contrast concerned statement 6: "In
order to learn best, my child (a student) needs a happy, friendly
environment which promotes self esteem." Every parent strongly
agreed with this statement giving it a mean of 4.0 with a zero standard
deviation. However the teacher mean for this was 3.65 with a standard
deviation of .49. Closer inspection of answers on this question show
that while thirteen teachers agreed strongly, seven teachers agreed, but
not strongly. This seems to correspond to the idea suggested in the
summary for question 1; that some teachers tend to place the emotional
aspect of learning slightly secondary.

Findings
Perceptions about the "best ways to learn" moved from very
general ideas about classroom learning such as group and individual
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work, to specific learning strategies, like memorizing or homework.
For both parents and teachers, the most often mentioned answers to
’’ways to learn" were learning from others and in groups.

However,

parents voiced concern about their perceived lack of work quality and
the lack of fairness in cooperative learning strategies. Survey results
indicate that while parents believe that their children leam best by
working independently, teachers tend to disagree. Interestingly, a
parent who is a human resources manager in a field outside of
education, cited team learning as critical to the working world today.
Teachers tended to be less passionate about their views for or against
group work. Most teachers seemed to include learning in groups as one
of many strategies for learning while parents rated group learning in
terms of whether of not it was helpful for their child. One teacher
purposefully suggested the need for a balance between group work and
individual work by students. A possible reason for the different
perceptions by parents and teachers about group learning could be that
parents see their child learning individually or with a few siblings while
teachers usually observe students learning within a classroom with many
others.
"Learning by doing" was a common answer to "the best ways to
leam." Homework was discussed and usually supported by parents. A
few suggested that not enough homework was given to their child.
Teachers tended to stress class work as practice. Both parents and
teachers suggested that “learning by doing” should be active
participation, not only passive listening or watching. Learning through
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the senses was another answer to the question about the learning
process. Parents tended to suggest the more or less successful way their
own child learned through his/her senses, while teachers suggested the
need to teach using a variety of multi-sensory approaches so that all
types of learning styles could be addressed. A few participants
suggested teaching Mhow to identify your best mode of learning" to
young adolescents would be helpful for these students.
In Chapter 2, Murray (1949) was cited as proposing that
understanding behavior required a look at "the entire sweep of the life
curve." As parents and teachers answered content question 1, and
especially process question 2, they often referred to their own learning
or their experiences in school. For example, memorizing, which they
had used, and television, which they usually did not use in their own
school learning experiences, became two issues that elicited strong
positive or negative remarks relating to participants' own educational
experiences. A few parents felt that memorizing was a particularly
important way to learn. But other parents and most teachers stressed
that meaningless memorizing was detrimental to learning. They believed
that finding meaning out of what is memorized is more important. On
the television issue, some parents felt it was used so much at home, that
it should not be used in school. There was a further concern that it was
a passive way to learn. But one teacher said that teachers should use
television more innovatively to promote learning. Finally, many
participants advocated the use of technology for learning. Technology
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using computers as a learning aid was mentioned and keyboarding skills
were suggested.
Even though some parents expressed concern about the way
cooperative learning and television viewing were used in the classes for
their child's learning, parent agreement on survey statements was
surprisingly close to teacher agreement. Parents and teachers rank
ordered the same top four statements on the survey regarding
challenging students to reach potential, learning in a joyful manner,
promoting self-esteem, and learning organizational skills. The bottom
four statements were also ranked similarly by parents and teachers. See
Tables 9, 10, and 11.
Tyler wrote, "Before progress is likely to be made in effective
family-school cooperation, origins of conflicts and differences need to
be discovered" (Sinclair, 1980). One obvious difference in parentteacher perceptions related to Sara Lawrence Lightfoot's (1978)
proposal about the differing structure and relationships found in schools
and in homes. Lightfoot used the example of how "fairness" is
perceived differently by parents and teachers. The relationship between
teacher and student is far less intense than the intimate and emotionally
charged connection found between parent and child. Opinions and ideas
about learning content in question 1 and learning process from question
2 tended to be more passionately presented by parents than teachers.
The responses to survey question #6 "In order to leam best, my child (a
student) needs a happy, friendly environment which promotes self¬
esteem." is an example. While every parent and thirteen teachers
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strongly agreed with this statement, seven teachers agreed, but not
strongly. Another example, which was mentioned earlier, is that during
the interviews, emotional aspects of learning were proposed secondarily
by teachers. Teachers did not tend to have as strong emotional ties to
students as parents have with their children, although in middle school
some strong emotional bonding and friendships did occur between
teacher and student.

Research Question 3

Parents:

How willing are teachers to include parent ideas in
improving learning conditions in the school?

Teachers:

How willing are parents to include teacher ideas in
improving learning conditions in the home?

This sections presents that data and findings relating to question 3.
The first part reveals the answers to the open-ended interviews
questions. Second, survey results are presented. Finally, findings
gleaned from interview and survey results are given.

Interview Responses Relating to Question 3
Unlike question 1 and 2, the analysis of responses for question 3
did not rely primarily on repetitive themes. Because question 3 tended
to elicit a scale of responses from strongly positive, to neutral, to
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strongly negative, a code for responses was used. Each of the 220
selected comments made by participants was coded as relatively positive,
neutral, or relatively negative.

Eighty-one were positive and ninety-

two were neutral. Forty-seven comments could be considered negative.
Table 12 indicates a tally of the responses.
Parent responses centered on parent communication with
individual teachers. Below are some of the relatively negative responses
to question #3 from parents. Labels to identify participant, such as P12
or P8, were purposely omitted from any negative response because of
the particularly sensitive nature of the negative responses.
• I don’t think a individual teacher pays that much attention
to parent ideas about learning conditions in the classroom.
I think teachers are set in their ways. . . I don't think
individual teachers are very receptive although I think that
the school is very receptive.
• Only one case where I spoke to a teacher. That wasn't
necessarily well received and I did it in writing. So I think
she thought it was a personal thing, but is wasn’t, it was
curriculum.
• My son struggled and he needs to be followed. The one
thing I couldn't keep a real close eye on was homework.
Even when he brought it home, I never had a true feeling if
it was looked at and was correct or incorrect.
• I'm a little concerned when I have talked with a teacher,
that my child has repercussions later. My child has come
back to me and said, "Don't do that again." That concerns
me.
• I don't feel teachers have been receptive to the social
problems here. One has. Others, the more you say, the
worse it can get.
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Table 12
Participant Responses to Question 3
TYPE OF
RESPONSE

NUMBER OF
RESPONSES

RELATIVELY
NEGATIVE

23

9

parents

RELATIVELY
NEGATIVE

24

11

teachers

TOTAL
NEGATIVE

47

20

RELATIVELY
POSITIVE

47

18

parents

RELATIVELY
POSITIVE

34

15

teachers

TOTAL
POSITIVE

81

33

NEUTRAL
RESPONSES

29

15

parents

NEUTRAL
RESPONSES

63

17

teachers

TOTAL
NEUTRAL

92

32

NUMBER OF
ROLE OF
RESPONDING PARTICIPANT
PARTICIPANTS

NOTE: 20 parents and 20 teachers responding
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• Occasionally it was just personality. I didn't feel as
though I could talk to the person. It was difficult for that
teacher to communicate. I felt the person didn't
understand.
• I think a lot of parents are afraid to approach teachers or
communicate honestly about their children. I think a lot of
this might stem from troubles they had when they were in
school.
• I feel more like there is a model student and if you don't
leam that way, then you are not in effect learning. I don't
think that's true. Each kid has his own strengths and
weaknesses. I don’t think that the teachers recognize the
strengths as much as they could be playing to the strengths.
It seems the longer tenured teachers were more rigid in
their approach.
The teacher's relatively negative comments centered on students
not taking responsibility for behavior or learning and parents making
excuses for their child. Sample teacher perceptions include:
• In a wealthy community, the students tend to be spoiled.
High expectations by the parents and kids were spoiled,
coddled, and babied. That's a tough group to teach. It's
hard to teach accountability when kids are spoiled or
babied.
• The problem here is that parents are more apt to back up
their kid before they listen to what the other adult has to
say. I don't think that is good for the kid. The kid needs to
be held accountable for what he or she does. Parents need
to hear both sides of the story and that doesn't always
happen.
• Parents have to take our professional opinion and give it
more weight than what looks right for their child. We are
not making the suggestions lightly. It’s done with a lot of
thought.
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• In our time there was more respect from parents. Right
now, it is a priority for parents to have their child be
treated as special, advanced, and put in tracks which are
high level.
• A parent might say, "That’s a wonderful idea. I'll do it."
Then the kid gives so much hassle at home that they give
up. They don't have the (perseverance) to do it.
• I hear parents say that they want their child to be
challenged. But then I hear them say, "Well they are busy
after school so they can't work on a project." Or you give
them a due date and there are always exceptions. .. . "I’d
like you to cut him a little slack but the reason he is
unprepared is that he didn't budget his time." It's hard for
a parent to say that. So parents make excuses.
This last comment relates closely to Lightfoot's proposal that
"fair" to a parent conveys "give my child an extra chance, while "fair"
to a teacher means every one gets the same (1978).
Even though negative comments indicated different perceptions
among parents and teachers, there were far more positive remarks. The
positive comments by parents and teachers revealed successful personal
experiences which resulted in happy parents and teachers and productive
learning for young adolescents. Some positive parent comments are:
• In general, they have been receptive. I have never met
anyone who has been outwardly negative. Some are more
receptive and make it easy to meet with you. P3
• I've found his teachers to be great, very cooperative, very
understanding. P5
• I have too much respect for teachers for me to go in and
tell them how to teach their subject and I don't know
enough about it. P6
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• She didn’t look for parent input but she did take our
feelings and said, "I’ll see what I can do." So I think she
was very receptive. P7
• His teachers have always been very receptive to my ideas
and conferences have been effective for me.... Teachers
have always been willing to listen to my ideas and I've felt
comfortable calling on any one whenever I felt I had any
questions or concerns regarding my son. P10
• I got good feedback and support. Support is important. I
know the school supports me. P12
• I have seen it in academic areas, very cooperative. I
haven't come in very much because so much is good that I
like. P13
• I cannot say enough good things about teachers. They
have been wonderful with my daughter. P14
• Teachers were very willing to listen to me and my
feelings about his learning and his personality. I've always
felt that they were already keyed into his personality or his
problems. PI8
Teachers were also positive when talking about their interactions
with most parents. Some teacher responses follow.
• If parents know what the topics are, a lot of things come
in from home. T2
• Sometimes parents seem almost desperate about hearing
what I have to say about how they can help their children at
home. I found they have been very willing to listen,
hanging on every word. T3
• I have never had a negative reaction from a parent when I
have made a suggestion about ways things work. To be
fair, I've taken some wonderful suggestions from parents.
Til
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• I think parents want to be involved in their kids learning.
They welcome suggestions. Parents are anxious to work
along with us. ... I think parents initially want to do their
role and that's working along side of the school in
improving learning for their kids at home. T12
• Sometimes they are surprised with a suggestion and are
glad you said it. I think they welcome the contact with the
teacher. They like to know what needs to be done. T13
• Generally parents themselves are frustrated because they
don't know what to do. When I come up with ideas which
will help their child in school, most parents are willing to
follow up with it. T14
• Overall parents are receptive to me as a teacher of my
classroom ideas. ... They are very supportive of almost
anything I ask. T15
• Most that I’ve encountered have been very interested and
eager to following suggestions. However, many of the ones
we are talking to are the ones who are looking for some
ideas. They're stymied, they are troubled. So they look to
us for suggestions. T19
The neutral comments by both parents and teachers indicated
some suggestions to improve communication between home and school.
Parent suggestions were:
• I presumed the middle school would be like the
elementary school with parent volunteers. But when I got
here, no one said we could use someone for whatever.
There was not a list of opportunities. If the school asks, the
parents will respond. I think parents want to get involved,
but unless they are asked, at this point, they are not going
to volunteer. P2
• If teachers ask for parent ideas, they might get more. P7
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• If I believe that they have a handle on the essentials of my
child, I just want to be able to have a dialogue. I want to
hear they are open to what I have to say just like I'm open
to hear what they have to say. P8
Teachers added suggestions about improving communication with
parents. Some teacher comments were:
• Parents would probably be open to teachers’ ideas when
teachers are more open to parents' ideas. All that comes
through communication. T4
• I think it would be wonderful if we could provide
workshops to parents to teach them how we are teaching
their students and why these are the best ways to learn. On
Parents' Night in the fall, I look at their faces. Some of
them have never heard of these things before. ... I send
home a description of the project we are doing. I want the
parents to sign it so that they know what we are doing. I
don't ask for comments, but often I get some. T5
• In this community, communication is the key. If they
don't know what you are doing in the classroom, and
you're doing something other than what they did, then they
are not as willing to support you at home. If they know
what you are doing and why, it is a lot easier for them to
incorporate it at home. T6
• If the parent knows what the teacher expects, it makes it
much easier to follow through with keeping track of the kid
who may slip through the cracks. Til
• In this community there needs to be re-education of what
adolescents really need. T16
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Survey Results Relating to Question 3
Parent Survey and Teacher Survey responses to statement #9
prompted participants to describe how they feel about, "Parents
(teachers) listen and respond to teacher (parent) ideas about improving
learning in the home (school)." Table 13 indicates survey results for
statement #9.
Table 13
Participant Responses to Survey Statement 9

s#

STATEMENT

mean

strd
dev

9

FOR PARENTS: Teachers listen and respond to

3.15

.75

3.05

.39

parent ideas about improving learning in the school.
9

FOR TEACHERS: Parents listen and respond to
teacher ideas about improving learning in the home.

While the mean parent response is slightly higher than the mean
teacher response, the standard deviation of .75 on the parent response is
higher than the .39 of the teacher response. This reveals a greater
spread in opinion for parents about teacher receptiveness. Teachers
tended to be more neutral in their perception of parent receptiveness.
Parents tended to focus more on individual communication with a
specific teacher, when answering question 3. The teachers seemed to
discuss parents as a whole in relationship to groups, rather than to
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individuals. Neutral comments stressed the need for improved
communication. Parents suggested that teachers ask them for ideas
and/or suggestions. Teachers proposed that teachers share with parents
more about what goes on in the classroom.
Findings
Unlike questions about the content and the process of learning
where the analysis of responses relied on major themes, the questions
about receptiveness of parent to teacher or teacher to parent tended to
elicit a range of positive to negative comments. Most answers parents
gave were based on experiences with individual teachers their child had
in the past. The occasional negative comment by a parent about a
teacher tended to focus on one teacher who was seen as unfair to their
child. Proportionally more teachers focused their perceptions on all
parents. Teacher negative comments centered on students not taking
responsibility for behavior or learning and parents making excuses for
their child.

These results match Lightfoot's suggestion that "fair"

means different things to parents and teachers. She proposed that
parents see fairness when their child is "given an extra chance" or
special consideration, while to teachers, fairness means that everyone
gets the same chance (Lightfoot, 1978).
The parents' positive comments about receptiveness of teachers
reflected personal experiences which resulted in productive learning for
their child. When teachers spoke positively about receptiveness of
parents, their comments indicated a general perception about the
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majority of the parents they worked with. Some teachers indicated that
they learned some very good ideas from parents about teaching
strategies. Again, parents pointed to individual exchanges with
particular teachers while teachers focused on groups of parents. A
possible reason may be that a parent usually relates to one teacher while
the classroom teacher needs to associate with many parents.
Neutral comments from parents and teachers included thoughts
about improvements in parent-teacher communications. Parents
suggested that they be asked to volunteer in school. They asked for
more contact with their child's teacher in order to help their child with
learning. Teachers wanted parents to leam about the learning needs of
young adolescents and about what students were doing in school. A few
of the less experienced younger teachers said that they had not offered
suggestions to parents about their child's learning at home. These
younger teachers tended to feel that it would be presumptuous to suggest
to parents what to do at home. Neutral comments indicated that both
parents and teachers recognized the importance of continual parentteacher communication in the education of young adolescents.
Summary
This chapter presented an analysis of the data regarding
perceptions of parents and teachers about young adolescent learning
content and process and about receptiveness of both parents and teachers
to each other. The data reviewed were participant comments when
responding to interview questions and results of surveys given to
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participants. The sections within the chapter corresponded to the three
research questions which guided the study. Findings for each question
were presented. The analysis considered similarities and differences
with respect to parent and teacher responses.
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CHAPTER 5
SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This chapter presents a summary of the study. The findings
related to research questions which guided the study are also presented.
Finally, recommendations for the improving school-family
collaborations, recommendations for students who are considering the
teaching profession, and recommendations for future research are
given.

Summary of the Study
The primary purpose of this study was to investigate and analyze
the perceptions of parents and teachers from one selected school on
three educational issues involving young adolescent learners. The
perceptions eventually may be used to improve learning conditions
within the school. The issues included content of learning, process of
learning, and receptiveness of parents and teachers to each others' ideas
about learning. Five research questions guided the study. The first
question centered on parent and teacher perceptions about what a young
adolescent should learn in school. The parent question was, "What do
you think your child should learn in school?" Teachers were asked,
"What do you think young adolescents should leam in school?" Parent
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and teacher perceptions concerning the ways young adolescent learn
were expressed in answers to the second question. While parents were
asked, "What do you think are the best ways for your child to learn in
school?"; teachers responded to, "What do you think are the best ways
for a young adolescent to learn in school?" The third question focused
on parent perception of teacher receptiveness to parent ideas, while the
fourth question centered on teacher perception of parent receptiveness
to teacher ideas about learning. Parents were asked, "How willing are
teachers to include parent ideas in improving learning conditions in the
school?" The corresponding teacher question was, "How willing are
parents to include teacher ideas in improving learning conditions in the
home?" A final question elicited the examination of similarities and
differences between parent and teacher perceptions.
In order to answer the research questions, personal interviews
were conducted with twenty parents and twenty teachers. All forty
participants were parents or teachers within one middle school in
Western Massachusetts. The interview procedure involved asking three
open ended questions about content and process of learning, and about
receptiveness of parents or teachers in the school. A secondary data
source was a short survey that included related statements. Each
participant completed the survey at the end of the interview.
Findings suggested that, within the selected school, parents' and
teachers' perceptions were generally similar about the content, process,
and receptiveness of either parent or teacher to the other's ideas.
Specific areas of disagreement were relatively few, but often intensely
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expressed, especially by parents. The section below presents research
findings, recommendations for the selected school and other schools,
recommendations for teacher education, and recommendations for
future research.

Major Findings
In the following section, the major findings of each research
question are presented.

The answers to question 5 about similarities

and differences of parent and teacher perceptions are stated with respect
to the content and the process of learning. The findings about parent
perception of teacher receptiveness and the teacher perception of parent
receptiveness are provided.
Parent and Teacher Perceptions about Learning Content
"What do you think your child should leam in school?"
"What do you think your students should leam in school?"
The selected middle school is one of two feeder middle schools
for a high school which sends about 93% of the students to colleges and
universities after graduation. A high percentage of the parents have
graduated from post high school institutions of learning (Massachusetts
Department of Education, 1993). Therefore within the selected school,
it seemed reasonable to expect that academic learning would be a
priority in the minds of parents and teachers when answering "What do
you think your child (students) should leam in school?" Academic
learning was mentioned first by many parents and teachers.
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However,

parents tended to suggest that the social and emotional aspect of learning
equaled the academics in importance. Teachers seemed to agree that
academic and social learning were most important, but comments and
survey data indicated that teachers suggested emotional aspects less
intensely than parents. Reading, writing, and mathematics were
frequently mentioned as the most crucial of the academic subjects.
Social aspects of learning were addressed by all participants.
They cited tolerance, respect, and appreciation of diversity as issues
closely tied to socialization. On the emotional level, parents mentioned
the need for self-awareness and self-esteem while teachers pointed to
personal responsibility and attitude about learning. While referring to
the emotional side of learning, issues of values and values education
were addressed. Some parents felt that since values were taught in their
home, the school should not be using class time for values education.
Other parents looked to the school as an extension of the values learned
at home.

One teacher purposely expressed her ambivalent feeling

regarding values education in school.
Thinking skills, problem solving, technology, life skills, and
learning a foreign language were content ideas suggested by both
parents and teachers. However, these were usually considered
secondary to core academic subjects. Survey results indicated that both
parents and teachers believe that students need to become life-long
learners, that they learn to get along with each other, and that they leam
skills and information for work in the next century.
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In summary, academic learning and learning to get along with
others are perceived by both parents and teachers as the two most
important learning tasks in this middle school. An environment which
challenges all students to succeed while supporting and encouraging
individuals as well as groups to excel needs to be a primary goal of this
school.
Parent and Teacher Perceptions about Learning Process
"What do you think are the best ways for your child to learn in school?"
"What do you think are the best ways for your students
to leam in school?"
All participants considered learning with others as a significant
way to leam, although not all participants believed it was the best way
to leam. Some parents saw cooperative learning as a less desirable way
to leam for their son or daughter and they firmly spoke in favor of
independent learning. This was highlighted in the survey. Parents'
agreement mean was 3.05 on the survey statement "My child learns best
by working independently." However, the teacher mean of 2.05 pointed
out that teachers disagree with the idea that working independently is
the best way to leam for a student. In viewing all responses, learning
with and from others was discussed more often than any other way to
leam. One teacher who expressed the merits of both individual and
group learning, suggested that teachers should provide options for
students to chose which way they preferred to leam.
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Secondly, some participants suggested learning by doing as the
best way to learn. Homework, practice, and doing daily assignments
were mentioned and some commented on the relative worth of each of
these types of "learning by doing." While teachers casually mentioned
homework, parents tended to refer to it forcefully and a few expressed
their perception that not enough homework was being given to their
child. Participants tended to suggest that "learning by doing" meant
active participation, not just passively listening to or watching others.
Another way to learn which was mentioned was learning through
the senses. Parents often said that their child learned best through one
sense or another while teacher remarks about sensory learning centered
on the need for multisensory teaching strategies in order to meet the
various needs of individual learners. Here again parents focused on
their individual child's best learning styles. The teachers commented on
the various learning styles of students in their classroom. Three
participants suggested that young adolescents should be taught how to
identify their best mode of learning; and furthermore, teachers use that
information to offer experiences which fit those styles.
Two areas of controversy were learning by memorizing and
learning by watching television or videos. While some parents
preferred learning by memorizing, other parents and some teachers
mentioned the need to make meaning out of what is memorized or the
memorizing would be worthless. Because they believe that television is
watched so often at home, a few parents hoped that it would not be used
in school. However, one teacher suggested that teachers might not be
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using television technology as innovatively as they could to promote
student learning. Participants suggested that technology and the use of
computers appear to be popular aids to learning. Survey results for
both parents and teachers further indicated agreement with learning
assisted by technology, especially computers.
Parent Perceptions about Teacher Receptiveness
Teacher Perceptions about Parent Receptiveness
"How willing are teachers in include parent ideas in improving
learning conditions in the school?"
"How willing are parents in include teacher ideas in improving
learning conditions in the home?"
Questions about the content and process of learning generated
responses which centered on themes, while the question about parent
receptiveness to accept teacher ideas or teacher receptiveness to accept
parent ideas elicited a scale of feelings ranging from positive to
negative. Parents comments usually related to individual meeting with
teachers of their child while teachers remarked about parents in general.
The issue of "fairness for my child" by parents versus "fairness in a
classroom" by teachers seemed to be the core of different perceptions
by parents and teachers.

Many of comments by parents and teachers

were generally positive but most comments were neutral. Neutral
comments often included suggestions to improve communications.
Participants advocated more invitations for parent volunteer work and
more parent workshops about the learning needs of young adolescents.
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Recommendations
The recommendations are organized in the following manner.
First, recommendations for the selected middle school are given.
Second, recommendations are proposed for the other schools to
consider. Next, curriculum suggestions are discussed for schools of
education in universities and colleges. Finally, recommendations for
further research are offered.
For the Selected Middle School: Share Research Findings
The findings need to be shared with all teachers and interested
parents within the selected school. This can be done through the school
newsletters or at meetings of the faculty, Parent Advisory Committee,
or School Improvement Council. The most significant findings follow.
Responses to "What do you think your child (students) should
leam in school?" indicate that both parents and teachers firmly stress the
importance of core academic subjects as well as learning to get along
with others. The selected middle school should therefore, focus
attention and resources on the basic areas of reading, writing, and
mathematics while giving students the opportunity to interact with each
other in a collaborative but challenging environment. There needs to
be a concentrated effort to support and encourage individual as well as
group excellence in learning.
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Secondly, parent and teacher responses to "What do you think are
the best ways for your child (students) to learn in school?" point to the
need for a multisensory learning environment for all students.
Teaching and learning strategies need to be varied often within the
school week, day, and even classroom period. Group work, individual
work, memorizing, using computers, television, homework, class
projects, or writing journals are some of the many teaching and
learning strategies which were suggested. Even when some parents
suggested that one way might be better for their child than another,
most agreed that various strategies were helpful. The school should
teach students how to determine their most advantageous learning style
and if necessary, recommend to students compensating strategies when
learning is more difficult. Although teachers more than parents stressed
the learning needs of children "at this age" there seemed to be
agreement that "learning by doing" or active learning was an important
in the learning process. Tyler (1950) noted that, "Learning takes place
through the active behavior of the student; it is what he does that he
leams, not what the teacher does."
Most parents and most teachers believed that teachers or parents
are receptive to their ideas about learning at school or in the home.
While this finding is not unusual considering that middle class
communities and public schools tend to have similar values, it is
significant because the school is experiencing considerable change,
growth, and development. Areas of disagreement between parents and
teachers tended to center on feelings of not being heard which resulted
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in breakdowns of communication. The school needs provide greater
opportunities for parent-teacher interactions by extending more
invitations to parents to volunteer in school and providing parent
workshops about young adolescent learning. It is important that parents
and teachers recognize the conclusion made by Sinclair and Ghory that,
"Although parents and teachers have collective responsibility for
children's education, they seldom share a grip on both family and school
environments that can tap the potential all child have for learning"
(1980).

By focusing on the child's learning and understanding that

open and honest communication is the hallmark of a learning
community, both parents and teachers can work together to ensure that
all students learn at high levels.
For the Selected Middle School and Other Schools: Use Parents and
Teachers as Experts
At the beginning of the interview, many participants started by
saying that they had done a lot of thinking about the three questions.
Three parents and one teacher came to the interview with notes
containing written answers. Two parents shared typed out answers to
all three questions. Parents began the interview with comments like:
• It really made me think. P7
• I thought about the questions you asked me. P12
• I put together some of my thoughts. P20
Teacher comments included:
• I thought about that on the way to school today. T6
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It was obvious during the interview process that parents and
teachers liked being asked their opinion about young adolescent learning
at home and in school. Only one parent refused to be interviewed.
However, that parent spoke on the phone to this interviewer for an hour
with responses to the interview questions. Although she did not want
her opinion in the study, she did want to be heard. The parent and
teacher field testers said that they felt it was a compliment to be asked
the questions by the school principal. Both parents and teachers seemed
to value the opportunity to be giving their personal opinion on young
adolescent learning.
This researcher was concerned about doing research in the
school. As principal, the interviewer might influence or prevent sincere
opinion. However, the interview format, which included knowing the
questions beforehand, and the Consent Form (Appendices B and C)
regarding the voluntary nature of the study, confidentiality, and
freedom from repercussions, seemed to give participants the security to
speak freely. One area of concern was the responses by teachers to
"How willing are parents to include teacher ideas in improving learning
conditions in the home?" Teachers seemed less likely to be negative
about parent receptiveness; possibly because they were being
interviewed by their supervisor who was the school principal.
The interview process itself gave forty participants a chance to
express their perceptions in a safe, friendly setting. As people closest to
the learner, parents and teachers were recognized as "experts" in the
learning process. The famous Hawthorne Studies at the Western
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Electric Company bears mentioning. Researchers selected a small
group of workers at the Western Electric plant and varied working
conditions systematically in order to increase productivity. But no
matter how the conditions were varied, the selected group of workers
increased productivity. These workers enjoyed the attention they were
given. Management found that the workers felt special, highly
identified with the company, and ’’experienced a great lift in their
morale. ... Among the factors making for these conditions, the attitudes
of the employees stood out as being of predominant importance"
(Combs & Snygg, 1959). The findings presented earlier in this paper
indicate that the Hawthorne effect is meaningful and can be helpful in
improving communication among parents, teachers, and administrators.
When parents or teachers expressed ideas and opinions to this
administrator, they expressed feeling that they have voice which could
influence change in a school setting. One participant replied, "I think
your dissertation on parent perceptions is wonderful because I now feel
that even at middle school, somebody really values my opinion" P7.
For all educators, taking the time to seek out and listen to different
voices is surely a most important aspect in improving communication
within a school setting.
For the Selected Middle School and Other Schools:
Consider the Creative Potential of Parent-Teacher Differences
In the early 1900's, Mary Parker Follet was a pioneer advocate of
the creative potential of conflict through the integration of interests.
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She suggested three major ways to deal with conflict: domination,
compromise, and integration. Domination of one side over the other is
easy, however it the long run it may not be successful. Compromise
means that each side gives up a little in order to have peace. But the
best method is integration where both sides have desires fulfilled and no
one needs to sacrifice anything. In order to have either compromise or
integration, differences must be openly shared between both sides
(Davis, 1989). This is why frequent, honest communication is so
important for the improvement of learning in schools. When parents
and teachers feel free to air differences in a constructive, integrative
atmosphere; there is the strong possibility that creative thinking on both
sides may produce innovative ideas which improve learning for all
children in school.
Beyond sharing information, integration requires imagination,
creativity, and new ways of looking at things. Demands need to be
broken down into their constituent parts. Symbols should be examined
and language scrutinized to check what the differences actually are.
Follet suggests that integration requires Ma high order of intelligence,
keen perception and discrimination, more than all, a brilliant
inventiveness” (Davis, 1989). Within the interviewing process for this
research, participants suggested ideas which would improve learning for
students.

For example, while some parents indicated their concern

over group learning, one teacher suggested that group learning needs to
be used as one of many strategies in both direct instruction and
assessment of learning. Also, when mentioning learning styles, parents
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tended to suggest the style most helpful to their own child. However,
some parents and teachers moved a step further by suggesting the need
for a variety of styles within the classroom so that all children would
have the opportunity to leam basic concepts and apply them to
challenging problems.
For University Students Considering Teaching:

Leam about Parents as

Teaching Partners and Use Computer Technology
It is clear from most research that effective educators reach out to
parents and community members for a high degree of involvement,
contact, and support. Parents are allies who usually share crucial
expectations about learning with the school (Stephens, 1991). Learning
about parents as partners may help young teachers become aware of the
potential of parental support, become sensitive to parents' desires, and
ultimately be able to improve learning for all students in their
classroom.
Because of free computer access for educators in Massachusetts,
this researcher was able to utilize computer technology that allowed for
quick information retrieval. Finding research material and books was
done using a home personal computer and a modem connected by phone
lines to the university. The umasskl2 system allowed for easy access to
the university library card catalogue as well as the card catalogues for
other area colleges and town libraries. ERIC searches were also
possible from the home computer. Although searching through
InfoTrac was not possible from the home computer, it was used at the

123

university library.

All of these procedures should be investigated by

young teachers in training.
The process used to analyze the interview data was a productive
finding in this study. Using a computer data base for analysis of
interview comments allowed more than simple sorting of descriptive
information. Improved software versions of data base searching and
sorting techniques were used with relative ease. The software made it
possible to determine in advance what type of information was
necessary. Specific descriptive information could be quickly retrieved
using the electronic processes of filters, matches, and/or sorts found in
the data base software.

Young educators need to understand and utilize

these new, efficient ways to analyze large data sources for their own
education and the education of their students.

Recommendations for Further Research
The recommendations for further research may hopefully
encourage the improvement of learning in the selected school and in
other school settings.
1.

It is recommended that this study be replicated within the selected

school with more parents. While the findings indicated similarities and
differences between parents and teachers, there was not enough data to
imply comparisons about parents of students in different grades or
parents of students with differing performance on report cards.

124

2.

It is recommended that this study be replicated within the school

and include students, especially those at the grade 7 and grade 8 level.
Students often display maturity needed to make reasonable judgments
about learning conditions in school. Their voice is an important one
because it points a direction that may improve learning for all students.
3.

It is recommended that this study be replicated by educators in

other schools with parents and teachers participants. Learning
similarities and differences of those perceptions may influence decisions
made to improve learning conditions within a school community.
4.

It is recommended that institutions of higher education have

students in teacher training systematically investigate the perceptions of
those closest to the learner. Determining the parent and teacher
perceptions within a school may give a new teacher a starting point for
consideration before classroom decisions are made.
5.

Parent-teacher communication vehicles besides parent-teacher

conferences, volunteer work, and parent advisory groups need to be
explored within any given school setting.

It would be helpful for all

schools to increase and improve opportunities to use parents as partners
in the educational process.

Closing
The present study was an attempt to investigate and analyze
perceptions of parents and teachers within a given school. Similarities
and differences may point to recommendations for improvement of
learning for all students within the school. Data indicated that parents
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and teachers within the selected school concurred with each other on
major issues related to content and process of learning and the
receptiveness of teacher to parent ideas or parent to teacher ideas.
Parents concentrated on social/emotional expectations followed closely
by academics. Teachers focused equally on social and academic
learning. An environment which challenges all students to succeed
while supporting and encouraging individuals as well as groups to excel
seems to be a primary goal of both parents and teachers. Parents tended
to express beliefs more intensely and passionately than teachers on many
issues. Background research indicated that the stronger emotional
connection between parent and child than teacher and student could be a
basis for this finding.
An important discovery of the study was the universal feeling
among the participants that they liked the opportunity to give their
opinion on issues related to school learning. The interview gave
participants a sense that they had a voice and an influence in the
decisions which were being made in the school.
If a school ignores conflicting ideas parents and teachers may
have about learning, then the ability of the school to provide high
quality education for all students is limited. Children, who are caught
in a gap between conflicting parents and teacher ideas about learning,
may fail to reach their highest learning potential. Successful educators
give parents and teachers a voice in the learning process. Effective
schools take expressed ideas of parents and teachers very seriously and
work to see that parents and teachers join as partners in creating and
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improving learning environments so that all students of all families
achieve high levels of learning.
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APPENDIX A
LETTER REQUESTING PERMISSION TO INTERVIEW

82 Home Drive
Town, MA 01111
January 15, 1994

Superintendent's Name
Town Public Schools
Town, MA 01111
Dear Superintendent's Name,
My studies with the Danforth program at the University of
Massachusetts will end next year when my dissertation is complete. The
most exciting thing about the program has been the opportunity to take
the theory I learned at the university and put it in practice in my work
in school. I have three large binders with copies of papers completed
for courses. From the INSERV Program to the Mathematics
Curriculum Task Force to the studies of young adolescent learning,
these papers supported my work in our schools.

The Danforth

program has given me tremendous opportunities for learning which
encouraged my professional growth.
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In keeping with the “theory into practice” focus, I have chosen to
study the perceptions that parents and teachers have about young
adolescent learning.

Last month my dissertation proposal, “Using

Parent and Teacher Perceptions to Improve Learning Conditions in
Schools”, was accepted.

I will gather data from interviews with parents

and teachers. I am requesting permission to do the interviews with
middle school parents and teachers.

Enclosed is a copy of the Abstract

and the parent and teacher Written Consent Letters. You have a copy of
the entire proposal.

Please let me know if you have any questions, suggestions, or
concerns about my study. If I have your permission to interview in the
middle school community, I will begin data collection during second
semester. Thank you for considering my request.

Sincerely,

Mary Ann Sedran
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APPENDIX B
PARENT INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM
Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed. As you know from
our conversation, we will be discussing your viewpoints on middle
school learning. As the principal of the Middle School, I want to assure
that your participation is entirely voluntary. Whether you choose to be
interviewed and what you say in the interview will not have an effect on
your child's progress.
I will use the information you share with me for a dissertation
study entitled "Using Parent and Teacher Perceptions to Improve
Learning Conditions in Schools." The basic questions for the interview
are:
• What do you believe your child should leam in school?
• What are the best ways for your child to leam in school?
• How willing are teachers to include parent ideas about
improving conditions within a school?
More specific questions may include critical knowledge, skills and
behaviors and strategies the school should use to help students leam.
Attention to individual students will be the main focus. I will ask that
you concentrate on individual students so that you can clarify
perceptions and substantiate your claims. I will take notes during the
interview and use a tape recorder. In my research, I will compare and
contrast your ideas with those of other parents and teachers of young
adolescents. The purpose of the work is to use parent and teacher
perceptions to improve learning conditions in school.
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Because only forty people are participating in this study, there is
some risk that you might be identified. Your name, your child's name,
the school, or town will not be used in my paper. The final form will
use pseudonyms for all names. You are free to withdraw your consent
from the interview at any time. If you do not want me to include any
excerpts from the interview, please notify me at the end of the interview
process. You have a right to review material prior to the final oral
exam. I remind you that your sharing information will not effect your
child's progress in school. Interview results will be included in the
doctoral dissertation and may also be included in manuscripts submitted
to professional journals for publication.
In signing this form, you are assuring me that you will make no
financial claims for the use of materials in your interview nor will you
make a claim to the ownership of the audio tapes or transcriptions. You
are also stating that no medical treatment will be required by you from
the University of Massachusetts should any physical injury result from
participating in these interviews.
I have read the above statement and agree to participate as an
interviewee under the conditions stated above.
Signature of Participant

Date

Signature of Interviewer

Date
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APPENDIX C
TEACHER INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM
Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed. As you know from
our conversation, we will be discussing your viewpoints on middle
school learning. As the principal of this Middle School, I want to assure
that your participation is entirely voluntary. Whether you choose to be
interviewed and what you say in the interview will not have an effect on
your professional status in school. I will use the information you share
with me for a dissertation study entitled "Using Parent and Teacher
Perceptions to Improve Learning Conditions in Schools." The basic
questions for the interview are:
• What do you believe your students should learn in school?
• What are the best ways for your students to learn in school?
• How willing are parents to include teacher ideas about
improving conditions within a school?
More specific questions may include critical knowledge, skills and
behaviors and strategies the school should use to help students leam.
Attention to individual students will be the main focus. I will ask that
you concentrate on individual students so that you can clarify
perceptions and substantiate your claims. I will take notes during the
interview and use a tape recorder. In my study, I will compare and
contrast your ideas with those of other teachers and parents of young
adolescents. The purpose of the work is to use parent and teacher
perceptions to improve learning conditions in school.
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Because only forty people are participating in this study, there is
some risk that you might be identified. Your name, school, or town
will not be used in my paper. The final form will use pseudonyms for
all names. You are free to withdraw your consent from the interview at
any time. If you do not want me to include any excerpts from the
interview, please notify me at the end of the interview process. You
have a right to review material prior to the final oral exam. I remind
you that your sharing information will not effect your professional
status in school. Interview results will be included in the doctoral
dissertation and may also be included in manuscripts submitted to
professional journals for publication.
In signing this form, you are assuring me that you will make no
financial claims for the use of materials in your interview nor will you
make a claim to the ownership of the audio tapes or transcriptions. You
are also stating that no medical treatment will be required by you from
the University of Massachusetts should any physical injury result from
participating in these interviews.

I have read the above statement and agree to participate as an
interviewee under the conditions stated above.

Signature of Participant

Date

Signature of Interviewer

Date
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APPENDIX D
PARENT INTERVIEW GUIDE
Research Question 1.

What do you think your child
should learn in school?
Identify academic subject area topics.
•
•
•
•

mathematics
language arts (English, Reading, Writing)
Science
Social Studies

Identify special subject area topics.
• Foreign language

• Art
•
•
•
•
•
•

Music (vocal and instrumental)
Physical education
technology (computers, multi-media)
health
life skills (home economics, industrial arts, driver education)
other

Identify social/emotional behaviors
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

get along with others
learn to enjoy learning
work successfully with others
leam to be a life long learner
self discipline
leam how to leam
be a good citizen
appreciation of diversity
good manners
cooperation
kindness
consideration
leadership skills
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APPENDIX E
PARENT INTERVIEW GUIDE
Research Question 2.

What are the best ways for your
child to learn in school?

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

like the way a parent learned
by memorizing
by reading
by writing
by listening to the teacher
through practice
doing homework
working independently
working in a cooperative group

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

through creative expression
through drama (simulations)
by doing things (physical activity)
through drawing
with computers
by drill and practice worksheets
by watching television (videos)

• by listening to audio tapes
• be creating things
• other
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APPENDIX F
PARENT SURVEY
This survey has a number of statements about learning in school. For
each statement, check the answer that best describes how you feel about
each item.
STATEMENT
stro agre disa stro
gree ngly
ngly e
agre
disa
e
gree
1. My child should learn skills and information
to prepare for work in the 21st century.
2. My child can leam well in groups.
3. My child should leam how to get along with
others in school.
4. My child should leam from separate subject
curriculum rather than an integrated curriculum
which includes all subjects.
5. My child should leam the way I learned.
6. In order to leam best, my child needs a happy
friendly environment which promotes self¬
esteem.
7. Teachers should challenge my child to work
harder in order to leam.
8. My child can leam better when assisted by
technology, such as computers.
9. Teachers listen and respond to parent ideas
about improving learning in school.
10. My child needs to know and be able to do
things necessary for the next grade level.
11. My child should leam more about how to
leam rather than specific bits of information.
12. My child learns best by working
independently.
13. My child needs to leam organization skills in
order to leam well.
14. My child should leam the way I was taught.
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15. My child needs to master the basics in every
subject.
16. My child should learn skills and information
to prepare for the next level of learning.
17. My child should leam skills and behaviors
which prepare a person for a prosperous life.
18. My child should be challenged to reach
his/her potential.
19. My child should leam in a joyful manner
which promotes a love of learning.
20. My child should leam to be a life-long
learner.

137

O

04

co Q Q

04

04
in

VO

oo

ON

o

in

O

CO

CO

Os

o

in

oo
CO

oi
04

On

CO

CL,

< 0~

CL

VO

CL

in

04

CO

04

04

CO

(N

CL

><

04

oo CO

CL,

§
w
H
<
H
05

o
o

in
oo

r-H

CL 04 O

C/5
H
Z
W

o
o

CO

CO

CO

CL hi <s

CO

CO

04

CL

CO

04

04

04

04

04

04

CO

>
c*

CL On
CL oo

CO

CO

04

CL r~~
CL VO

CO

04

CO

CL »n

CO

04

04

05
H
05
£
O

CL

04

CL co

CO

05

CL 04

CO

04

CO

CO

CO

04

04

PLh

0*
H
Z
W

PJj

<

PU

<L>
33
fc)
TO

>■

>>
<

|
TO

Cfl
••a
8^
<p feb**

bO
3
O P TO §

CL
03

03
*—H

04
<D

o

<3

cn
<D
£

c3 o
L>
—H

.3

00 ed T3 on

II II II II
Tf co o4 T-*

JD

3

o

JG
05

2
rc5 s

•a
o
£

.o
-C *o
£S 8
03 to
o

00

03

a
CL £
D 3
VhCL
<u
o

138

io

Ig
T3 *3
+-»

T3

_d <i>.
O W>

ca

o

<u

22 B £
3
O
-3
5/3

03

Vh

C/5

a

4—»

§

E 1
CL
r~|

Oh O

•gxT

£ .

o §•2
•c S

3 00

T3 b

TO

2 td £
s § § 4**9
53 os
3 t>

3
s o

Sjg

feb'S

o4 00

r^i ^ .S ^ bJ o

s ||

o
x>

■=5 o

03

Vh

6 3 3

O

T3
X/ v-, 3 <D 3
3 O
^ -S E ^
03
<D Cd

CM

03

o
-3

.3
o
3 .3
cd
£

'd

r3 £ Vh
o o

TO

bo

>n

3

S

I

1

1 4-*8
3
D
aL
C/D

-3 3 D
VO O D 03

in

in

oo
o

o

*n
co
cd

>n
ycd

t-"

o
oo

o
vo

»n
o

o

CO

CO

CO

co

04

CO

>n

in

CO

CO

04

CO

CO

04

CO

CO

CO

CO

CO

CO

<N

CO

CO

On

CO

CO

CO

CO

CO

CO

CO

^t

04

CO

CO

CO

Strongly agree
agree
disagree
strongly disagree
=
=
=
=
4
3
2
1

o

p S3

Scale:

PS

£

04

04

CO

CO

CO

CO

CO

CO

CO

04

CO

CO

CO

04

CO

CO

,

§ .s

S3

<N

CO

CO

04

CO

C/D

CO

04

CO

04

CO

04

CO

CO
CO

CO

■s

04

04

CO

CO

o

CO

04

04

2

04

04

04

£

O

CO
CO

04

CO
CO

r-

CO

CO

CO

CO

o

in
▼-H
cd

CO

co
oo

VO

VO

o

CO

CO

oo

o

r-~

S3

CO

CO

CO
CO

04

CO

04

CO

CO

#»

^

ll

p
£
o _ o
-£ps
CO Q
3
C/3 ^
co c

•a

0

139

S3
4—•

o
■s

d .a
.3 *
y
<-> .
T3 b£> C/3
co d
a
T3 ■3 S
PS
D «-* £ cs
c <u
7: >nS3 2 PS
<u O <D
PS T3 PS
S'0 s C/5
rH
u’d
a;
§
-d
2 Vh
ig -o B g
(0
o
Oh
5
<p
2 <u
o o O bflj PS
£ W o p: ~ pT o P>
T3 ’5 So cO
So o w .
^ D 06
>^2 * § e h <t Pi C/5 ^
<-> S3 % § ps H
9>>T3
'S § £
t>
»
a
PS
a s OO ^ 03 OV Wh • f-H

CO

2 5

o
2
• i-H

5^

PS

JP! £

o

3
o
o *- <g
22 o a
2 P3

PS
■*-»
C/5

•

J5-S
c §
C nd

2

3
o o
4->
PS
C/3

T3
<u
D
o § PS
12
T3 D

°-i

rS f'3

C/3
bj

S3

4->•

2 o
<D

a o

o
o
on
p bo
C/5
o o "8
o
C/3 +-*
c
00
C/5
^3 cO X)
e
t3
o . Jp ^
O PS O HH

34

p
^
b
<0
>
«
C

•p
*■* ^d
PS p c o PS g PS
■ <0
2 2 "PS
>> N
C/3
£
co •5 2 ^ cT
cO
s
“
S’l
S
I
x>
O S3 §
• bn P
■3*2 si
040
£
a.a
d §

0

16. My child should learn
skills and information to
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skills and behaviors which
prepare a person for a
prosperous life.
18. My child should be
challenged to reach his/her
potential.
19. My child should leam in
a joyful manner which
promotes a love of learning.
20. My child should leam to
be a life-long learner.
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APPENDIX H
THANK YOU LETTER TO PARENTS
82 Home Drive
Town, MA 01111
July 10, 1994
«title» «first» «last»
«address»
«city.state»
Dear «first»,
Thank you for allowing me to interview you for my dissertation
titled “Using Parent and Teacher Perceptions to Improve Learning
Conditions in Schools.” Your ideas about «student»’s learning establish
an important foundation for my work. You, as a parent who cares
deeply about your child, are a powerful voice in educational change and
improvement. Your thoughts about learning help not only in my
university study, but also in my role as chairperson of the School
Improvement Council.
The data collection portion of my research is now complete.
Because of your assistance and that of other parents and teachers, I have
information from forty interviews to organize and interpret during this
summer and fall. The defense of my dissertation will take place this
coming school year.
Again, thank you for your time and thoughtful responses. When
my work is completed, I will send you a copy of my report. My
warmest wishes to you and «student» for a happy and restful summer
vacation.
Sincerely,
Mary Ann Sedran
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APPENDIX I
TEACHER INTERVIEW GUIDE

Research Question 1.

What do you think a young

adolescent should learn in school?
Identify academic subject area topics.
•
•
•
•
•

mathematics
language arts (English, Reading, Writing)
Science
Social Studies
other

Identify special subject area topics.
•
•
•
•

Foreign language
Art
Music (vocal and instrumental)
Physical education

• technology (computers, multi-media)
• health
• life skills (home economics, industrial arts, driver education)

Identify social/emotional behaviors
• get along with others
• learn to enjoy learning
• work successfully with others
• leam to be a life long learner
• self discipline
• leam how to leam
• be a good citizen
• appreciation of diversity
• good manners
• cooperation
• kindness
• consideration
• leadership skills
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APPENDIX J
TEACHER INTERVIEW GUIDE
Research Question 2.

What do you think are the best
ways for a young adolescent to
learn in school?

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

like the way a parent learned
by memorizing
by reading
by writing
by listening to the teacher
through practice
doing homework
working independently
working in a cooperative group
through creative expression
through drama (simulations)
by doing things (physical activity)
through drawing
with computers
by drill and practice worksheets
by watching television (videos)

• by listening to audio tapes
• be creating things
• other
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APPENDIX K
TEACHER SURVEY
This survey has a number of statements about learning in school. For
each statement, check the answer that best describes how you feel about
each item.
STATEMENT

stro agre
ngly e
agre
e

1. A student should leam skills and information
to prepare for work in the 21st century.
2. A student can leam well in groups.
3. A student should leam how to get along with
others in school.
4. A student should leam from separate subject
curriculum rather than an integrated curriculum
which includes all subjects.
5. A student should leam the way I learned.
6. In order to leam best, a student needs a happy
friendly environment which promotes self¬
esteem.
7. Teachers should challenge a student to work
harder in order to leam.
8. A student can leam better when assisted by
technology, such as computers.
9. Parents listen and respond to teacher ideas
about improving learning in the home.
10. A student needs to know and be able to do
things necessary for the next grade level.
11. A student should leam more about how to
leam rather than specific bits of information.
12. A student learns best by working
independently.
13. A student needs to leam organization skills
in order to leam well.
14. A student should leam the way I was taught.
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disa stro
gree ngly
disa
gree

15. A student needs to master the basics in every
subject.
16. A student should learn skills and information
to prepare for the next level of learning.
17. A student should leam skills and behaviors
which prepare a person for a prosperous life.
18. A student should be challenged to reach their
potential.
19. A student should leam in a joyful manner
which promotes a love of learning.
20. A student should leam to be a life-long
learner.

TEACHER RESPONSES TO TEACHER SURVEY STATEMENTS
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1. A student should learn
skills and information to
prepare for work in the 21st
century.
2. A student can learn well
in groups.
3. A student should learn
how to get along with others
in school.
4. A student should learn
from separate subject
curriculum rather than an
integrated curriculum which
includes all subjects.
5. A student should learn the
way I learned.
6. In order to learn best, a
student needs a happy
friendly environment which
promotes self-esteem.
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15. A student needs to
master the basics in every
subject.
16. A student should learn
skills and information to
prepare for the next level of
learning.
17. A student should leam
skills and behaviors which
prepare a person for a
prosperous life.
18. A student should be
challenged to reach their
potential.
19. A student should leam in
a joyful manner which
promotes a love of learning.
20. A student should leam to
be a life-long learner.
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APPENDIX M
THANK YOU LETTER TO TEACHERS
82 Home Drive
Town, MA 01111
July 10, 1994
«title» «first» «last»
This Middle School
Town, MA
Dear «first»,
Thank you for allowing me to interview you for my dissertation
titled “Using Parent and Teacher Perceptions to Improve Learning
Conditions in Schools.” Your ideas about our students’ learning
establish an important foundation for my work. You, as a teacher who
cares deeply about our students, are a powerful voice in educational
change and improvement. Your thoughts about learning help not only
in my university study, but also in my role as chairperson of the School
Improvement Council.
The data collection portion of my research is now complete.
Because of your assistance and that of other parents and teachers, I have
information from forty interviews to organize and interpret during this
summer and fall. The defense of my dissertation will take place this
coming school year.
Again, thank you for your time and thoughtful responses. When
my work is completed, I will send you a copy of my report. My
warmest wishes to you and your family for a happy and restful summer
vacation.
Sincerely,
Mary Ann Sedran
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APPENDIX N
SAMPLE OF COMMENT DATA BASE

Her two best modes of learning are visual and tactile. She does not have a strength in the auditory mode, in
fact that is a weak area for her. She has had a lot of ear infections.
She doesn't always hear well. Her phonics are poor. Her spelling is poor.
She is bright and articulate and she doesn't like to practice things. So many things come easy that she
doesn't understand the importance of practice. But she does need to practice things.
She works very well in groups. She is a leader in groups which surprised me. She tends to be shy and she
is shy with adults.
"I have a concept of children "honeymooning with their schools". I think some children honeymoon at the
beginning and some at the end depending on how comfortable they are. I think that is important for teachers
to know."
to learn by doing. He was excited to start cooking class.
Although I like working in groups, I would like to see much more individualized work. I think there can be
a balance between the two.
I would like to see my children learn the way I learned which was by memorizing, by reading. I should
have done more writing.
I don't like the grading of the group based on a grade. Getting children together after school (with all their
activities) was extremely difficult.
Definitely through practice and homework. I don't think enough homework is assigned to children in the
middle school. I think a minimum of an hour, a maximum of two hours.
I think we've got a great start on doing by computers but I think more could be done.
We tend to let our children get by with minimal effort because we are in a community where many children
are very intelligent. I thing the children should have to work for their A's and B's.
Listening to audio tapes or watching videos would be the wrong way to go only because they get so much of
that at home. That's more of an enjoyment.
I think working in groups is great. The teaming is great although my own child who wants to help others,
he then is held back.
I tend to be very traditional.
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personally don't like cooperative learning. My children don't either... I don't see where they get a lot out
of it. I don't think my own children put enough effort into in to present it to a classroom.
I could see (coop learning) done for review purposes or tutoring purposes. But the presentation of material,
I don't think is effective.
I like "hands on" things in the classroom. If material presented well and the right type of discussion takes
place, working with it, using it. Interaction between teacher and students. Not just lecturing.
Maybe we've taken something new (coop) and taken it to an extreme and it needs to be brought back.
Memorizing, by the way, is still valid - ex rules, multiplication tables.
She needs to practice. If she prepares herself for an exam, she does beautifully.
Memorization is important. My preference is working independently. Some of coop learning groups she
might start talking too much.
Computers are important. I'm not sure at this age they are reallv readv for comDuters.
Old fashion learning techniques reading, writing, memorizing --1 believe in all of that.
Working in the coop groups I think is good. What I found for a child like my son who tend to be at the
bottom of the group, he doesn’t give himself much credit. He pulls himself back and lets others do it.
He feels overpowered. I don’t think he felt as good as the others. He didn't dare put forth his ideas.
Working independently works better for him.
Computer work is becoming more important.
1
He is not strong on his writing skills.
Reading, I think, is real important. I don’t think you can get too much of that.
Absolutely from listening to the teacher. I think they can get very much from the interpretation of the
teacher. An interesting concept is teaching them both sides of an argument. Being able to see both sides.
I don't think they get too much homework. When I try to establish work-study habits those first few
months it's very hard because they don't have enough to keep them busy.
She is pretty balanced because she learns all ways. She is good auditory, good visual and learns bv doing.
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By reading, definitely.
With she does well with all of these areas.
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